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War has torn Cybertron to pieces.
The heart of the planet itself, the AllSpark, has been jettisoned into space—I know not where. The great hope of freedom for all Cybertronians, the Autobot leader Optimus Prime, has left to find it—and to draw after him the poison of the Decepticon terror and its mighty figurehead, the onetime gladiator Megatron. In their absence, the mad scientist Shockwave has the planet in his sadistic thrall. The Autobot resistance continues bravely, but they are vastly outnumbered, and bravery itself cannot win in the face of such overwhelming numerical superiority as the Decepticons possess.
The only hope for Cybertronian civilization is that Optimus Prime will one day return with the AllSpark. While he is gone, the planet—itself a living being—slumbers, slowly healing even as the continuing conflict on its surface inflicts further wounds. I fear that Shockwave contemplates damaging the planet further as part of an experimental regime that none of our spies have been able to uncover. It could be that he does not wish Megatron to return and thinks that if Cybertron is crippled, it will be left to us: the dregs, the remnants of what was once a proud civilization.
I do what I can. I chronicle these times. I counsel caution
and prudence on the part of the remaining Autobots. Yet they are perhaps a little too brave for their own good, particularly the Wreckers and the indomitable Ultra Magnus. I have lost count—I, the archivist!—of how many times the Wreckers have stood down a numerically superior Decepticon force. And how many more times have they struck in a daring raid on Decepticon facilities, destroying munitions and supplies? It might not be an exaggeration to say that were it not for Ultra Magnus, the war would already be over.
And with it, I believe, my liberty to continue this chronicle.
Despite the heroism of the Wreckers—and those other Autobots who fight on in Optimus Prime’s absence—the situation here is dire and deteriorating every moment. I do not know why Shockwave has not appeared in the Hall of Records to drag me away to one of his reformatting laboratories. It would be within his power to do so; that he has not surely means that he is more interested in observing me. All of my actions are certainly recorded and reported back to Shockwave. Very few things happen on Cybertron without his notice.
I believe he might find some surprises should he attempt to remake me. It has been many, many cycles since I last fought a battle, but once I was mighty. Cybertron is in the hands of its enemies, and perhaps I will be called on to fight again. Even we Thirteen must die sometime.
There has been no news from Optimus Prime. This is not a surprise, but it is a worry. His quest to recover the AllSpark and lead Megatron away from Cybertron is noble but perilous. Only a Prime would have any hope of surviving it, and even a Prime can have no idea of how long it might take. I can feel the AllSpark—as I imagine all Cybertronians can—like a distant pulse in
the fabric of the universe, a murmur of life and certainty. But so very far away.
One wonders if he is as anxious for news of Cybertron as we here are for reports of his progress. Probably. And there is, perhaps, a way to achieve this. I must consider whether it is worth the risk. For now, I must put down the Quill and return to my second role as strategist and planner for the doomed and noble Autobot resistance. Did I write “doomed”? I did. But I do not believe it. At times such as these, periodically one must indulge one’s more melancholy fancies. Then, having done so, one must return to the business of winning an unwinnable war.
This, then, I will do.




Optimus Prime stood at the command console of the Ark’s bridge looking out at the vastness of space and the unfamiliar scattering of stars. He felt a faint tug that he knew to be the AllSpark calling to him. It was very far away. The Ark automatically scanned the nearest sector of space, returning a three-axis hologram that showed no other structures or ships within sensor range. The Space Bridge, catapulting them away from Cybertron in the moment of its collapse, had malfunctioned badly. They had no idea where they were, and there was clearly no Space Bridge there to further their journey.
The other bots on the bridge looked to him for guidance. “Make sure there is no sign of the Nemesis,” Optimus Prime said.
The scan repeated with the same result. From the pilot’s chair, Sideswipe said, “We’re all alone. Just us and some drifting molecules of interstellar gas.”
“Good,” Optimus said.
“Good?” Jazz repeated. “We’re in the middle of interstellar space here. We don’t know where, and we don’t know how far from the AllSpark, and we don’t know where Megatron is. How is that good?”
“Because before we got to the Space Bridge on Cybertron, I wasn’t sure any of us would survive,” Optimus said. “As long as we survive, so does our quest.”
“Better than the alternative,” Silverbolt commented.
“That’s what I mean.” Optimus looked out through the viewport on the bridge. Stars, the occasional streak of nebular gas. This was the problem with flight, he thought. It was far too easy to lose track of where you were going. He much preferred having his feet—or wheels—on solid ground.
“So what do we do?” Jazz asked.
“Objective number one is to get ourselves oriented,” Optimus said. “If we don’t know where we are, it’s going to be hard to figure out how to get where we’re going.” He kept looking at the stars as he spoke, willing them to resolve into constellations he could recognize, though of course they wouldn’t. “Number two, we try to figure out where the Nemesis is. If Megatron is close, we need to decide whether we confront him or just try to beat him to the AllSpark. But let’s take care of number one first. Silverbolt, any indication from the Ark that it knows where we are?”
Silverbolt had been working through a series of system checks and trying to scan the nearer stars for their spectrometric signatures. “Not yet,” he said. “We’re a long way from home, that’s for sure.”
“What’s the nearest star system with planets?” It was possible, Optimus reasoned, that the reason for their appearance in this area of space was that there once had been a Space Bridge somewhere near … although “near” was a relative term out there in the reaches of interstellar space. That Space Bridge would be near a planet more likely than not, so Optimus thought there was reason to believe that finding a planet would give them the best chance of finding a Space Bridge.
He did not say all of that out loud because even in his mind it sounded like a rickety structure of supposition piled on guesswork piled on unwarranted inference.
But it was the best chance they had. The alternative—taking off at sublight speeds across the galaxy in the general direction of the AllSpark—was not worth considering. They didn’t have a trillion cycles to waste.
Yet he did not feel fear. The AllSpark called to him, and if it took a trillion cycles and half the stars of the galaxy grew cold in the quest, he would find it and bring it home. It was his destiny and the reason for his existence. He rested a hand on the center of his torso, over the Matrix of Leadership.
At the touch, something happened. Optimus Prime tried to speak and found he could not. He lurched to one side, banging into Jazz, who steadied him.
“Optimus,” Jazz said. “You okay?”
Optimus Prime could not answer. A surge of energy inside him overwhelmed all of his systems. He could barely stay upright even with Jazz’s support. The Matrix began to glow inside his torso, its radiance so fierce that it shone through Optimus’s external armor. He was made into a window through which the Matrix cast a hologram into the space above the command console. Optimus turned, and the hologram turned with him, expanding and holding its place in the center of the bridge. “Look,” he said finally.
“We are,” Jazz said. Optimus nodded absently but made no other response, and Jazz followed up with the first thing that passed through his mind. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Of course,” Optimus Prime said. Jazz had the sense that he would have given the same answer to any question, so absorbed was he in the hologram manifestation.
“It’s a star map,” Ratchet said. He reached out and touched the edge of the hologram. It spun and angled itself around, reacting to the touch and presenting Ratchet with the view that Optimus had seen when the hologram spawned. “See? We’re here.” He indicated a glowing triangle.
Yes, Optimus thought. The surrounding constellations started to make sense with what he could see in the hologram.
“Where did this come from?” Jazz asked.
“The Matrix,” Optimus Prime said.
“Well, why?” This was practically the first thing Perceptor had said since the Ark had lifted off from Cybertron. A dedicated astronomer and physicist, he spent most of his time looking at the stars. Maybe, Jazz thought, he hadn’t seen anything worth commenting on until the appearance of the map. “I mean, why would the Matrix be showing us a star map? We can look out the viewport, and I could calculate our position easily enough.”
“I wonder how old this map is,” Jazz said. On the hologram, the triangle representing the ship moved ever so slightly. “It still doesn’t tell us where we are if there aren’t any known stars to steer by.”
“You’re not listening, Jazz,” Perceptor said. “All we need is a brief spectrographic sweep and I can identify enough stars to fix our position.”
“Well, excuse me,” Jazz said. He knew Perceptor was speaking with a scientist’s typical bluntness and disregard for social protocol, but he was unsettled and in no mood to be talked down to.
“The more interesting question is why the Matrix contains a star map,” Ratchet said.
“Not to me,” Perceptor said.
“Well, you’re not like an ordinary bot,” Ratchet said. “The rest of us are curious. Prime, what do you think?”
“I do not know,” Optimus Prime said. “The answer may be contained in the map itself.”
“It’s almost like the Matrix knew this would happen,” Ratchet said.
Perceptor shook his head. “There’s no reason to get mystical,” he said.
“You don’t have to get mystical to think that there’s more to the Matrix than we understand,” Jazz argued. Perceptor shrugged and busied himself plotting the relationships among the stars on the map, trying to coordinate them with the Cybertron-based star maps contained in the Ark’s memory banks.
Optimus reached out and touched the triangle. “I agree with Perceptor, at least in part. There must be at least some known stars on this map regardless of what we might see through the viewport.” He watched as the star map reoriented itself again, zooming in a thousand or ten thousand times until they had a view of the ship and the nearest stars.
Jazz pointed at a blinking blue sphere. “That one’s different,” he said. “Touch it.”
Optimus Prime did, and the map zoomed farther in, revealing a hot yellow star with seven planets orbiting around it. One of them remained blue and steadily blinking.
“It’s telling us to go there,” Optimus Prime said.
Jazz looked skeptical. “If you say so.”
The Matrix thrummed within Optimus, pulsing in time with the blink of the blue-tinted planet. “I do say so,” Optimus replied. “Would you rather drift in empty space waiting for the Nemesis to arrive?”
“Depends on what we find on that planet,” Jazz said. “Ask me again when we know what awaits us there.”
“If you want to know, we are going to have to make planetfall. There is no telling from here,” Optimus pointed out.
Bumblebee buzzed, clicked, and then made a bunch of noises that were nearly words. If they were words, they would have been “Let’s go, then.”
Which was what all of them had known he would say.




The Ark established a geostationary position over the planet in preparation for an initial series of scans. The results were surprising enough that Silverbolt ordered them to be repeated. “There are Cybertronians here,” Jazz said when the Ark confirmed the initial results.
It was true. The planet abounded in the unique spectrographic signature of Energon. No other being in the universe was known to use Energon, which was produced, so far as was known—only on Cybertron. From the scans, the Ark inferred the presence of several thousand bots, living in fairly advanced circumstances.
One of the lost colonies? Optimus Prime could hardly believe it. How many of them were there? How long had it been since they had been in contact with Cybertron?
“Prime,” Perceptor said. “I have completed the spectrographic scan. The Ark should now be able to fix our location.”
Optimus Prime laid one hand on the Ark’s command console and said, “Ark. Ascertain three-axis coordinates with respect to Cybertron.” The Ark executed a series of simulations using the brightest visible stars in conjunction with the star map provided by the Matrix of Leadership. In short order it had a fix on their position and displayed it on a holographic map of the galaxy.
For several cycles every Autobot on the bridge was struck silent by what it showed. Then Jazz said slowly, “We’re a long way from home.”
That much was certainly true. If they had not traversed a Space Bridge, they could not have come this far in the known history of Cybertron. Their home planet winked in an arm of the galaxy far to the spinward of their current location, which was approximately halfway out from the galactic core in a region defined by a trio of large clusters with smaller groupings of stars spread among the triangular space.
“It’s hard to believe any Cybertronian ever came this far,” Ratchet said.
In that statement, thought Optimus Prime, was contained much of the recent history of Cybertron: the loss of a great heritage and the Autobots’ first steps toward recovering it.
Now came the real question.
“Ark,” Optimus Prime said. “Cross-index this position with known colony worlds as of the collapse of the Space Bridges.”
Time passed as the Ark accessed that information, which was buried deep within rarely used archives. Then a chime sounded on the bridge, and the galaxy map reoriented itself. A single star system enlarged, and information about it spilled across the holographic field.
Velocitron.
The name sounded strange to them, a series of sounds out of Cybertron’s distant past. All of them had thought it mythical, just as they had thought the old stories of the Thirteen were mythical …
The war has taught us this much, if it’s taught us anything, thought Optimus Prime. We built our stories to conceal truths that someday we would need again.
“Velocitron?” Jazz said. “When I used to go to the races at Hydrax, there was a Team Velocitron. I didn’t know it meant something else.”
“I doubt any of us did,” Optimus Prime said. “But now we do. And once we make contact with Velocitron, we might find out that they consider us a myth as well.”
“They need to hear what’s happened to Cybertron,” Bulkhead said. Optimus Prime looked at him and nodded. It was rare for Bulkhead to jump into a tactical conversation. He had served with the Wreckers, letting Ultra Magnus make the decisions, and came aboard the Ark only in the chaotic last moments before the Ark’s liftoff. Like all the Wreckers, Bulkhead was massive and taciturn, his muted coloration matching his temperament. He must have been deeply unsettled by something if he was provoked to speak.
“The Wreckers’ story will be told, Bulkhead. But that is not all Velocitron will need to hear.” Optimus Prime was thinking of Megatron. The Decepticons would be coming. If they had not made it across the Space Bridge at Cybertron, they would find another way. Of that, Optimus Prime had no doubt. And it was possible that the Space Bridge had ejected the Nemesis in this same region, beyond sensor range but within reach … if Megatron was able to put together the same information the Autobots had. Their advantage was the Matrix and the map it had provided. Megatron would not have that.
But they did not know what else he might have. Best to plan for pursuit or even ambush.
A wave of sadness hit him as he thought of all the brave Autobots left behind on Cybertron and all the unallied bots who had tried to stay out of the conflict and now found themselves subject to the sadistic whims of Shockwave. For all that Cybertron had needed reform, Optimus Prime regretted the way civil demonstrations had become a civil war. He had tried to avoid that, tried to defuse Megatron’s raging sense of injustice, but in the end he had failed. When the High Council had made him Prime, they also had guaranteed the endless war that had engulfed the planet. So much had been lost.
What might be gained? That was the question. That was the motivation for their quest.
Cybertron would be restored.
First things first, Optimus thought. Right now we need to get off the Ark for a little while, see if we can figure out for certain where we are … and along the way maybe learn something about this place. There were Cybertronian colony worlds scattered across the galaxy. What if it were possible to bring them all together again into a grand confederation of free planets …?
That was a question for another time, Optimus decided. He needed to stay focused on the task at hand: making planetfall and then figuring out the next step in recovering the AllSpark.
“Leave the Ark here,” he said. “Let’s meet our Velocitronian cousins. It’s been a long time.”




The Ark carried a number of landing craft large enough for small exploration or assault teams, and it was in one of them that the first Autobot visitors to Velocitron arrived. They dived from the Ark’s high orbit toward the lost colony planet—Optimus Prime, Perceptor, Jazz, and Bumblebee—abuzz with the tingle of discovery even as each of them knew that their arrival would bring with it consequences that none of them could predict. For the first time in uncounted cycles, Cybertronian and Velocitronian would greet each other. What history had unfolded during those long eons?
And what new history would be made as a result of the reunion?
“Look at that,” Jazz marveled as they reached the outer edges of Velocitron’s atmosphere. Optimus Prime did, and he was amazed at what he saw.
Velocitron!
The planet’s surface seemed entirely taken up with nodes consisting of road interchanges around which were built massive works. At intervals along the roads between cities were enormous grandstands where Velocitronians gathered to gawk and cheer as the intercity commerce became a race, as it inevitably did. The Velocitronians were forever looking to go faster, forever experimenting with fuels and customizations to themselves, all dedicated to the idea of speed. Optimus knew something of this planet from ancient records he had accessed on the Ark as they made their approach to the planet, but he also had familiarized himself somewhat with colonial history because he found it interesting. In his long tenure as a clerk, he had developed a number of interests in specific areas of Iacon’s nearly endless archives. From both sources, Optimus Prime’s memory and the Ark’s, it was clear that the Velocitronians had been hard at work since the collapse of the Space Bridges. The entire planet was now crisscrossed with roads, its natural topography reengineered to create better banks for turns and longer straightaways for tests of a bot’s absolute limits of speed and endurance. Viewed from orbit, the planet looked like a brown and gray ball encased in a net, each thread of which was in fact a planet-spanning road. The knots were settlements where those roads came together.
Optimus, still connected to the Ark’s surveillance arrays, magnified the view to get a better sense of what the settlements looked like. He saw staging and repair areas, foundries and mines, extensive shopworks and processing plants for road surfaces. He saw factories churning out machines that rolled out over the planet’s surface looking for untamed natural features or roadways damaged by weather, the passage of time, or accidents. And on those roads, bots in low-slung, sleek alt-forms moved almost faster than optics could follow. Even within the factories, the automated mechas were a frenzy of motion bathed in sparks and the blaze of arc welders.
“The whole place looks like the Hydrax Speedway,” Jazz said, pulling Optimus back from his magnified observations.
It was true, although the Hydrax Speedway had long since been destroyed in one of the early battles of the civil war, when its grandstand and staging area had been turned into Decepticon positions that the Autobots had crushed to rubble. Optimus Prime remembered that battle as one of the few outright successes in the war’s first cycles. He was surprised to think of how long ago it had happened.
An oval track not unlike Hydrax came into view at the edge of the magnified display. Optimus directed the formation that way, and they cut across the Velocitronian sky, with seemingly endless stretches and curves of roadway below them.
“Perceptor, Jazz, Bumblebee,” Optimus said. He cut off the display as they braked through the tropopause and selected a landing spot outside what seemed to be one of the main settlements, which appeared to be an appendage of the speedway if the configuration of roads and structures was anything to go by. That, apparently, was how Velocitronians’ priorities were arranged. “Let us see if we can slow them down long enough to introduce ourselves.”
The atmosphere of Velocitron wasn’t very different from Cybertron’s, and Optimus Prime had no reason to expect hostility. Still, he had been reluctant to bring the entire Autobot contingent down all at once. There was no telling what surprises might await, whether ecological or cultural. He did not want to risk any more Autobots than necessary at first contact, and he absolutely did not want to risk landing the Ark until he was certain that both Velocitron and its citizens would be hospitable.
A second team waited back on the Ark to make planetfall once initial contact had been established. Leading that team was a steady junior officer in the Autobot ranks by the name of Hound. Agile in both body and mind, Hound had proved himself an able leader of small-group actions in various battles back on Cybertron. Now he was eager to prove his worth as an explorer and an integral part of the Autobots’ quest. He had pestered Optimus to be part of the second Velocitron landing team until Optimus had agreed out of fatigue as much as faith. But now that the decision was made, Optimus was comfortable with it. Hound was developing into a useful Autobot officer. Among his most useful qualities was an uncanny intuition about the Decepticons’ strategy and tactics. Even Optimus Prime, who knew Megatron as well as any bot, could only marvel at Hound’s ability to anticipate what the enemy would do next.
Optimus updated the second team’s orders, putting them on standby alert. They needed to be ready for deployment at a moment’s notice. Then he led his team from their landing site to a crossroads where an inter-settlement highway intersected what was apparently a ring road that defined the perimeter of the speedway area. Bots blazed by, seemingly unconcerned by the visitors—if they noticed the Autobot presence at all.
“These are some focused bots,” Jazz said while Perceptor ran a number of scans on ambient atmospheric levels and elemental signatures. “If a bunch of strangers fell out of the sky on my planet, I’d stop and look.”
“Maybe they’re used to it,” Optimus speculated. “We don’t know how much traffic there is among planets. Cybertron’s been isolated for a long time.”
“What do they do here?” Jazz wondered. “Is the whole point of this place that everyone goes fast?”
“Whatelse?” buzzed a voice as a bot zoomed by so fast that Optimus Prime’s optics could barely register what color it was.
“Come on back and tell us what else!” Jazz called out.
With the signature squeal of a high-G turn, the bot came into view, slowing as it slewed around and came back in their direction. Slamming to a halt, it said, “Make stuff that makes us go faster. That’s what we do.
Make laws that make it easier for us to make stuff that makes us go faster. Now I’m sick of talking so slow. Later.”
“Whoa,” Optimus Prime said as the bot revved up again. It was a blue and white wedge with heavy guns overhanging the sides of its alt-form chassis.
“ ‘Whoa’ what?”
“We’ve come a long way,” Optimus Prime said. “We need to talk to one of your leaders here. Is there a High Council?”
“Nope.”
“What kind of leaders do you have?” Optimus persisted. At the same time, Jazz asked, “What’s your name?”
“You can call me Blurr,” came the reply before Blurr vanished again.
They watched the dust settle in the wake of Blurr’s passage. “Fast,” commented Jazz.
“Extremely fast,” Perceptor agreed.
“Too bad he is not so fast about telling us what we need to know,” Optimus said, shooting a look at Jazz for interrupting his questioning of the Velocitronian. “We will have to—”
“What do you need to know?”
All four Autobots spun around at the new voice. The speaking bot was sleek and red, still finishing the last minor adjustments as it came out of a two-wheeled altform flanked by four companions in more conventional four-wheeled configurations. They hadn’t heard its approach over the screech of Blurr’s departure. Its retinue remained in alt-form, idling as if they might need to peel out at any moment.
“You can call me Ransack. Along with Override, I run this planet. Who are you?”
Optimus Prime stepped forward. “I am Optimus Prime. These are Perceptor, Jazz, and Bumblebee.” He indicated each of his fellow Autobots in turn.
“Prime? You’re Prime? From Cybertron?” Ransack looked skeptical.
Confused, the literal-minded Perceptor looked up from another experiment he was running. “Where else would a Prime come from? You are aware that only one Cybertronian may carry that title?”
Ransack looked at Perceptor with an expression of mingled confusion and irritation. “You don’t need to tell me the old stories. I’ve heard them all, too.” He turned back to Optimus Prime and added, “How do you call yourself Prime?”
“I did not,” Optimus Prime said. “The High Council did, and the Matrix of Leadership confirmed that decision. I carry it within me.” It glowed within his torso as he spoke, its light reflecting in Ransack’s optics as the Velocitronian leader started back.
“It’s … is it true?” Now, instead of skeptical, he looked stunned. “What’s a Prime doing here? The Space Bridge hasn’t worked in—”
“I know,” Optimus said. “There is a long story to tell, and I prefer not to tell it twice. You and Override are in charge here?”
“We are.” A look came over Ransack’s face, giving Optimus Prime the feeling that the leadership of Velocitron was contested or soon would be. “But maybe you should go ahead and tell me before I bring you to her. Any bot can call himself Prime and make a light glow.”
“Is that how you want this to be?” Jazz asked, stepping right up to Ransack. “You want to talk to Prime that way?”
As slight a provocation as the move was, it brought Ransack’s four companions—more properly bodyguards, Optimus Prime figured—roaring forward out of the dust that swirled constantly along the roadside. Revving angrily, they aimed and locked their weapons at Jazz and the rest of the Autobots. Bumblebee and Jazz armed themselves while the less combat-ready Perceptor took a step back from the potential melee.
Optimus Prime held steady, keeping his gaze on Ransack. There would of course be challenges, he thought. But if they started off with a battle, things would go downhill fast. “Jazz,” he said. “Stand down. I, too, would be skeptical in Ransack’s place.”
“Skeptical’s one thing. Impudent’s another,” Jazz said.
“This is my world, mecha,” Ransack said. “The impudence is yours.”
“Enough,” Optimus Prime said. “Jazz, I said stand down.” Jazz took a step back and put up his weapons, but he looked angry, and Ransack looked scornful. Not an ideal start to the reunion between Cybertron and Velocitron, thought Optimus Prime, but at least outright battle had been avoided. “Now, Ransack,” Optimus went on. “Where is Override?”
“Where else?” Ransack said. “Racing. You want to see her? Try to keep up.”




Compared with the constant roar of traffic on the roads, the racetrack at the edge of what turned out to be Delta, Velocitron’s largest city, was quiet when Optimus Prime and the other three Autobots reached it. Ransack was already waiting. “You guys are slow.”
“Real slow,” echoed one of his retinue.
Optimus held up a hand to the Autobots, sensing a sharp comment coming from Jazz. “You’re specialized, that’s for sure,” he said. “Impressive. How often are there races here?”
“This is where the championship happens,” Ransack said. “Right now there are qualifying races all over the planet. Winners come here. Once all of the districts have sent a winner, off we go.” He was walking as he talked, doing both incredibly fast. The Autobots worked hard to keep pace with Ransack’s words as much as his strides as they cut underneath the grandstand and through an enormous garage to an even more gigantic hangar space. It was big enough to hold the Ark and the Nemesis side by side, but it had been a long time since any spacecraft had sheltered here. Everything on Velocitron was about wheels, and the hangar was no exception. Bots tinkered with other bots in mechanical bays, working over the myriad small injuries that came from pushing a bot’s altform to the limits of its performance.
One entire side of the hangar was devoted to a wind tunnel in which drag coefficients were measured, and racing bots complained about them as they popped out of alt-form to consult with their support teams.
The Autobots, accustomed as they were to more serious pursuits, shook their heads in amazement. “Can you believe they spend all their time on a sport?” Perceptor wondered. He kept his voice low, but Optimus hushed him anyway. No telling who was listening, and the last thing they needed was to antagonize their hosts.
He felt Perceptor was right, though. Cybertron was convulsed by war, and here, every living bot was concerned about going faster. To what end? Optimus suppressed an urge to shake them and shout, What will you do when the Nemesis comes? What good will your speed do you then? Prepare!
But he did not. He kept his counsel and followed Ransack to a corner of the hangar where a number of bots were doing what appeared to be a routine examination of an alt-form, red and white and of course built for speed. Its armaments, twin missile cannons, were cleverly worked into its alt-form to minimize drag. Optimus Prime wondered what Velocitronians were like in a fight. More important, he wondered how long it had been since they had tested themselves in battle.
That test, he felt certain, would come again sooner than they thought.
As if reading his thoughts, the red and white racer came out of alt-form and strode up to them aggressively. “Looking for me? Override here,” she said. “Who are you?”
“He says he’s called Optimus Prime,” Ransack said.
Override looked sharply at Optimus. “Prime?” she asked, reacting to the title just as Ransack had. The Velocitronians, Optimus thought, were far removed indeed from the culture and history of Cybertron. It wasn’t unexpected, perhaps, but experiencing the gulf was much different from anticipating it in a theoretical way. How many Cybertronians, he wondered, still believed that Velocitron was real?
Perhaps one day he would return to Cybertron and be able to ask.
“Prime,” he said, allowing the Matrix to show itself. Not in an ostentatious way as he had to the more aggressive Ransack, not to everyone in the hangar, just to Override, to let her know that he was what he claimed to be and that he carried the authority of Prime.
Whatever that authority might mean on Velocitron.
For a long moment Override just stared at him. Optimus began to grow uncomfortable. He heard Bumblebee and Jazz shifting their weight behind him, as if they were looking around in anticipation of a fight.
Then Override reached up and put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve come just in time,” she said.
Of all the receptions Optimus Prime had imagined, being hailed as saviors was absolutely the last. Yet that was how Override treated them. She gathered all the Velocitronians in the hangar and, before Optimus could suggest that maybe they should share some information privately before making statements to the general population, announced the arrival of Cybertronians. “At last they have come!” she said to tumultuous cheering. Optimus and the rest of the landing party were applauded, clapped on the shoulder, besieged with requests and hopeful sentiments: We’ve been waiting! We had almost lost hope! Have you repaired the Space Bridge? What took you so long?
At last Override quieted the assembled Velocitronians. Optimus Prime noticed that the crowd was swelling. Apparently word of their arrival already had spread; perhaps that was not surprising on a world that cherished speed above all else. “I wish I could offer you more casual greetings,” Override said, “but you have come at a critical time.”
Keenly conscious of the spectators, Optimus tried to guide the conversation away from topics he thought should be broached first just among leaders. Perceptor and Jazz shifted uncomfortably next to him. Even the unflappable Bumblebee looked nervous. “It is a critical time for Cybertron as well,” he said. “But for the moment, we can celebrate the future rebuilding of connections among all the worlds. The Space Bridges still need to be rebuilt.”
“The sooner, the better!” someone called from the crowd.
“Our problems are many,” Override said. “Resources are dwindling, and our star is beginning to emit unusual radiation. You have not seen this yet, but you will. Its storms cripple and destroy our communications, which we then have to spend precious resources to rebuild. Trace elements for communications networks are rare to begin with, and our star’s recent activity has brought this to a crisis point.” She paused, looking from Optimus Prime to Jazz to Bumblebee to Silverbolt, regarding them as if she wanted to make sure the gravity of the situation had registered.
“That is why I am glad you are here,” she said when they did not make any response. “We have been waiting for help from Cybertron for a very long time.”
Waiting to make planetfall with the second Autobot team, Prowl looked down on the crisscrossed face of Velocitron and listened to the transmissions from the first landing team. He thought he might like to race some of these bots. He was among the fastest Cybertronians and had taken some practice laps at Hydrax Speedway, but he didn’t have to watch these bots for long to know that they made speed an art.
However, like most art, their speed was useless. What could they do with it? Prowl had seen plenty of fast bots die in the war and plenty of slow bots survive. Everything was now filtered through his experience of the war. He rarely trusted another bot now, having seen too many turn from Autobot to Decepticon. He evaluated everything on the basis of its potential use in combat. Now he watched bots race up and down the overbuilt roads of Velocitron, and his only thought was, This will not help you when Megatron comes.
How could they race? It was a waste. They should have been preparing. Even if they could not have known of the war on Cybertron, how could they be so naïve as to believe that the universe was empty of threats? While they raced and watched races, while they devoted their entire attention to the pursuit of speed, threats could be developing anywhere. History, which was ambivalent on so many scores, was unanimous on the topic of war. It was everywhere and inevitable.
Before the war on Cybertron, he had not felt this way. He had investigated crimes and pursued criminals. He had believed in the fundamental stability of Cybertron under the ancient system of guilds, which had slotted him into the role of law enforcement. His most cherished belief was in the rule of law.
Then had come the war, and Prowl’s beliefs had shattered along with so much of Cybertron’s culture and the surface of the planet itself. Everything had been called into question, every ideal compromised, every spark of goodness threatened or extinguished. Prowl was a different bot now than he had been. The natural suspicion of the enforcer of laws had developed into a profound cynicism that he acknowledged but had no desire to fight. The universe was a cynical place. Wars were not fought for ideals. They were fought for power.
All that said, Prowl was a loyal Autobot. Even from the depths of his cynicism he believed that Optimus Prime was a just leader and that the Autobot cause was the way forward for Cybertron. But implementing even the highest ideals required some less than idealistic actions, and Prowl stood ready to perform those actions.
Prowl was jittery to get down onto the surface and really get to know the Velocitronians. They couldn’t be as shallow as they seemed. When he looked at Velocitron, what he saw was a civilization deliberately avoiding a problem. No society threw itself into leisure so completely unless it was indulging in a collective denial of a deep-rooted issue that it lacked the courage to address. He remembered the last years before the war on Cybertron, when the gladiator pits had flourished along with the obsessive re-creations of Six Lasers and Hydrax Speedway and all the other frivolous entertainments that had arisen to mask growing discontent over the stifling pressures of the guild system.
“Hound,” he said. “When do we go?”
“Waiting on the word from Prime,” Hound said. The other two members of their landing team, Sideswipe and Ironhide, were deep in the details of a full inspection of the Ark. Prowl’s understanding was that they would not make the drop until the inspection was complete, but he asked because he couldn’t stand not to. He needed to know whether Hound and Optimus Prime were communicating directly without including the rest of the team. It was part of the police mentality that he had developed through long experience; he always wanted to know who was talking to whom and what they were saying that they didn’t want anyone else to hear.
That went for Optimus Prime just as much as for any other Autobot. Prowl believed that his mission among the Autobots was to prevent factions from developing and, more grimly, to detect and destroy any possible Decepticon spies. He trusted no one and would have considered himself a failure if he did.
“Strange world here,” he commented.
Hound nodded. “That it is.”
“You think they’re really that devoted to racing? Or …?” Prowl let the question trail off so Hound would fill it out on his own. An old interrogator’s tactic: Let the suspect imagine his own questions and thereby reveal what the interrogator’s line of inquiry should be.
He intended to do the same thing with the Velocitronians. Something must be going on below the surface, and Prowl would find out what it was.
Optimus considered carefully what to say next. The history between Cybertron and Velocitron was so ancient that he could not draw on any shared experience or ideals. Worse, though, it was as if the Autobots, so recently refugees themselves, had in a strange reversal become rescuers, or so Override seemed to expect. Her reaction and her public announcements had put the Autobots in a difficult spot. Optimus noticed suddenly the amount of junk present. The walls of the hangar were lined with inert machinery and jumbled heaps of parts. A number of the bots present were clearly not fully operational, although none seemed wounded or in danger of serious malfunction. All waited for what he would say in answer to Override’s speech, jittering from proto- to altform and back, revving engines and shuffling back and forth in a collective nervous exertion. We came here looking for a way station, a place to regroup, he thought. And what we have found is, if Override is correct, a situation nearly as dire as the one we left on Cybertron—although without a civil war to make it worse.
With no way to avoid the truth, Optimus reasoned, there was no reason not to tell it directly. “There are a few things you should know about Cybertron,” he said.
All the Velocitronians present stopped. The sudden lack of motion was unsettling, and it struck Optimus Prime that there were small but significant differences between Velocitronians and the Cybertronians among whom he had always lived. These natives of Velocitron were longer-limbed and elongated of torso, with streamlined bodies and armor flourishes that looked like they were designed for aerodynamics rather than ornamentation or defense. They looked, in short, as if they had been built for speed above all else. He wondered how well they could fight or whether the long isolation and obsessive focus on racing had vitiated their combat strength. Perhaps they would never have to find out. Seeing them massed in large numbers brought home the differences between Cybertronian and Velocitronian and clarified for Optimus Prime just how long it had been since there had been any commerce between the two worlds. Both populations had changed in the interim. Some of the Velocitronians were entirely new forms, sprung up native to this planet. Even in the absence of the AllSpark, Optimus Prime saw, life found a way.
Optimus felt the pressure of their expectations and already was conscious that he must fail these strange, fast bots. At times like these he sometimes wished he had never been plucked from the archives and thrust into the center of great events. He happily would have gone his entire life monitoring and cataloging transmissions. But that was not the will of the AllSpark or the Matrix. They had called him to duty, and duty he would perform.
And to be truthful, had he been so satisfied and happy? If so, why had Megatron’s first raging broadcasts, roaring up from the depths of Kaon, moved Orion Pax to action? There was much that a bot did not know about himself, Optimus thought. They were small gears in a great history.
And now Velocitron was part of that history. The Matrix would not have guided them there otherwise.
“There is war on Cybertron,” he said. “Much of the planet is in ruins. The AllSpark is gone. I lead a faction known as the Autobots in a war of resistance. The enemy calls himself Megatron, and his followers are known as Decepticons. They have torn down the civilization that had grown on Cybertron over billions of cycles—since the Age of Wrath, when after the Quintesson invasion the Golden Age of Cybertron began and the Space Bridges extended Cybertron’s reach into the farthest parts of the galaxy. Much has been lost since then, first because of our inattention and then in the devastation of war. This enemy, Megatron, will not stop until they have destroyed the last Autobots and put all of Cybertron under their tyranny.”
In the hangar, the only sound was the quiet idling of Velocitronian engines. Optimus Prime considered what to say next. Until he had spoken, he had not considered how the Autobot situation would sound to bots who were unfamiliar with it. Having lived with it for so long, he had grown accustomed to it as the regular state of things; the look on the Velocitronians who listened to him told Optimus just how devastating this news was.
“We search for the AllSpark,” he said. “When we have found it, we will return to Cybertron and put things right. There remains a resistance there. The Decepticon takeover is not complete.”
“Why are you here, then?” Override asked.
An interesting question, Optimus thought. He gave the only answer he had: “The Matrix of Leadership led us here.”
“The Matrix of Leadership?” Override echoed. “You are led by mythical trinkets now? Things are that bad on Cybertron?”
Optimus Prime spread his arms. “The Matrix is no myth,” he said, and let the shape of it blaze forth through the armor on his torso. Its radiance filled the hangar and brought startled exclamations from the assembled Velocitronians. “I carry it within me, as Prime. I am called to the leadership of the Autobots and to all other free-thinking beings who would see Cybertron restored to its former glory.”
Ransack stood forth from the crowd. “You aren’t our leader,” he said.
“I am Prime,” Optimus said. “Make of that what you will.”
“We don’t need myths,” Ransack growled. “We need resources.”
So do we, Optimus Prime thought.
The report came in to Optimus from Sideswipe, who as the Ark’s pilot bore primary responsibility for overseeing the diagnosis of its repair needs. The Ark was in relatively good shape, but a number of its systems had suffered some damage from the violent dissolution of the last Cybertronian Space Bridge. Could it go on? Optimus asked. The answer was yes, but its continued function would be fully assured only if they had time and—more important in light of Override’s revelations about Velocitron—materials to make some repairs first. “We’ll have to see about that,” Optimus said. “Meanwhile, you and your team come on down. Rendezvous at my location.”
“Understood,” Hound’s voice crackled through the commlink. “En route with Sideswipe, Prowl, Ratchet.”
Now, Optimus Prime thought as he turned back to the Velocitronian delegation, he had a number of tasks to complete simultaneously. He needed to make sure the Ark could go on. He needed to make the Velocitronians understand the situation on Cybertron and get a sense of whether they might be counted on to help. And, if it was possible, Autobot and Velocitronian, working in concert, needed to get the Space Bridge working. Other colony planets—who knew how many?—lay on the other side of it. Optimus began to realize that part of his quest to discover and reclaim the AllSpark would entail re-creating the far-flung network of Cybertronian colonies. He let the vision of this run away with him for a moment, seeing in his mind a great interstellar civilization ready to receive the AllSpark again and catapult itself to new heights of progress, strength, and influence.
Of course, none of that would matter if he didn’t find the AllSpark. So, back to the task. With the second landing team on its way, he nodded to Velocitron’s two leaders. “We will offer what help we can,” he said. “But as you have heard, we are in need of some assistance ourselves.”
Ransack and Override, standing shoulder to shoulder, considered Optimus Prime’s statement. In the hangar, other Velocitronians got back to the tasks they had abandoned, putting the visitors out of their minds since there appeared to be no reason to celebrate … or worry. Our appearance has changed nothing, Optimus Prime thought. We bring news of Cybertron, but it is bad news. And our bad news is not bad for Velocitron—it’s non-news … until Megatron arrives, that is. That was Optimus Prime’s fear, that disappointment at the Autobots’ circumstances would lead to despair, and despair would make Velocitron a fertile recruiting ground for Megatron. The last thing any of them needed, Cybertronian or otherwise, was for the war to spread to other planets.
Blurr appeared, braking into visibility. “So what you’re saying is you’re not here to save us.”
“We’re not in any shape to save anyone,” Jazz said. “Maybe not even ourselves.”
“And there’s a war on Cybertron?”
“That’s why we left,” Optimus Prime said. “We search for the AllSpark. Until we find it, Cybertron’s wounds will never heal.”
“Well, what can we do?” Blurr said, seeming to dismiss the Autobot’s words easily with a shrug. “Let’s race.”
At an appointed time in every solar cycle, the greatest racers of Velocitron gathered for what had become known as the Speedia. The arrival of the Autobots had interrupted preparations for that momentous event, but not for long. Most Velocitronians looked up briefly at these strange bots from a world they believed mythical—when they thought about it at all—and then went back to work. They had racers to prepare, tracks to resurface, and a thousand other preparations to make. The Speedia was without question the most important thing on the Velocitronian calendar. Often the choice of leaders was based on the order of finish at the Speedia, and certainly Velocitronians adored the winner whether or not he became leader of the planet. Override was a past winner—multiple times—and Ransack’s power came from a Speedia during which he had staged one of the great comebacks in the race’s history, roaring back from last place over the final five laps to come within a bumper of taking the whole prize. He and his followers, Blurr told them on their way into Delta, had been heard to mutter among themselves that Ransack actually had won that race. “It’s not true, though,” he said. “For one thing, there’s rules about how two-wheels and four-wheels should compete, and Ransack was only in that race as an experiment. For another, Override won fair and square. I know because I was third that time, right behind both of them. But I’ve won a bunch since. I’m going to win this year, too.”
“Didn’t know you were one of the racers,” Jazz commented.
“I am.”
“Then how come we’re out here wandering around instead of in the track getting ready like everyone else?”
“You want to race?” Blurr challenged Jazz. “You beat me, then you can tell me how to get ready for Speedia. I know Speedia. You’ll see.”
“Okay,” Jazz said. “No offense.”
But Blurr’s comment—You want to race?—stuck in Optimus Prime’s mind. He had an idea. He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea, but it might turn out to be a necessary one. To deflate the tension, he kept Blurr talking about the race, and by the time they got to the great racetrack and Blurr broke away from them to run some last-minute checks with his crew, Optimus Prime and the other Autobots knew as much about Speedia as any non-Velocitronian alive.
Hound’s team, with Ratchet, Sideswipe, and Prowl, arrived just as the racers were coming to the starting line.
“They say they’ve done this a million times,” Jazz said to Ratchet. “You believe it?”
Ratchet shrugged. “Why not? The only limitation is how often their mechanics can put them together again.”
That was, thought Optimus Prime, a uniquely Ratchetesque perspective. He wondered how much Speedia and the whole infrastructure of smaller regional races contributed to the resource shortage on Velocitron. If the key to their survival turned out to be the surrender of their identity, what would they choose?
“A gloomy question,” was Ratchet’s answer when Optimus Prime posed his internal musings to the group quietly so that none of the Velocitronians could hear. This was true as far as it went, but it wasn’t really an answer.
Then a roar went up from the crowd, and Optimus, along with the rest of the Autobots, looked around to see what was happening.
Delta’s central racetrack—one of twenty-eight in the city, Blurr had mentioned proudly—was a banked oval with straightaways of equal length and tight turns through which the track was angled at as much as forty-five degrees. “Enough to take flight if you handle the acceleration wrong,” Prowl muttered. Inside the track, the infield was scattered with rescue crews, media operations, repair facilities, and two low ranks of seating reserved for past winners and important visitors. The Autobots had been offered those seats but chose to sit in the main grandstand, which surrounded the track and rose three times as high as the next tallest structure in Delta. Optimus Prime had wanted to get close to the general sentiment of the Velocitronian people before spending so much time with their leaders that they wouldn’t open up to him anymore. Override, unfortunately, had complicated this plan by sending Ransack and a retinue of his cronies to sit with the Cybertronians. There was visible tension between the two leaders of Velocitron. Optimus wondered how much worse the Autobtots’ arrival had made it. Both of them, he assumed, would be looking for ways to turn the Autobots’ news to their advantage. He would have to be careful not to be used in that way; awareness of cynical political stunts was one thing Megatron had taught him a long time ago.
Even with all this occupying his mind, Optimus was curious about the intensity surrounding the imminent start of the Speedia. Velocitron was sparsely populated, and it seemed that most of its population was either jammed into the grandstand or milling around the staging areas between the racetrack and the main hangar that also apparently doubled as the center of Velocitronian government activities. Anything could be happening out in the desert hinterlands, and no Velocitronian would care about it until the race was over.
At the starting line, ten alt-forms idled, revving their engines nervously and rocking back and forth until Override herself ascended a scaffold and raised her arms for quiet. “This is our greatest tradition,” she boomed through the speedway’s audio system. “The Speedia is the ultimate test of Velocitronian speed and determination. These ten racers are the best of the best. They have proved themselves on tracks and in road races since the last Speedia, and now comes the time to crown the newest champion!” The crowd roared, and Override paused to let the waves of approbation wash over her and the assembled racers.
“Best of the best, my exhaust,” Ransack grumbled. “I’m not running.”
Optimus Prime decided not to point out that neither was Override. Apparently the Speedia did not always decide the next leader of the Velocitronians, and on those occasions when the race was run purely to determine the fastest bot on the planet, the Speedia was a celebration rather than a political event. Ransack didn’t look happy about that. Optimus Prime had the feeling that he would rather have been racing and would have preferred his most notable opponent to be Override. Ransack’s discontent radiated from him in practically tangible waves.
None of the other bots nearby appeared to notice, though … or to care. For them, this was the great race of the solar cycle. Politics could be left aside for another day. Override was introducing the racers, each of whom briefly rocked forward over the starting line as his name was called. Last came Blurr, who, if the crowd’s response was any indication, was the most popular.
“And now,” Override said, “to the starting line!”
The grandstands rocked with cheering. It was time.
At a signal from Override, the racers exploded away from the starting line. They accelerated along the first straightaway and bunched together into the ferocious bank of the first turn. Optimus Prime had seen races on Cybertron, but this was something else entirely. At Hydrax, races were a diversion; here, they were the highest expression of Velocitronian identity. To race was to live, to speed was to breathe, and these were the best of the best. He thrilled at the spectacle.
The race was one hundred laps of the track, a distance calculated from long practice to reward both speed and endurance. No stopping or repairs were permitted during the race, and nothing could interrupt it. If a crash occurred, the remaining racers were required to navigate the debris on the track.
All ten racers tore through the first laps in a cluster, jockeying for the inside position around the turns and making minute adjustments to draft on those immediately ahead or pinch off those just behind. The first twenty laps passed almost before Optimus had gotten an understanding of the tactics, even though Ransack provided a constant stream of commentary. On the twenty-fourth lap, two of the leading bots, right in front of the third-place Blurr, scraped against each other coming out of the final turn. One of them swerved wildly, nearly losing control and forcing the following racers out of their tight formation. A gasp went up from the crowd, quickly becoming a storm of denunciation as fans of individual bots blamed one or the other for nearly causing a crash.
The next thirty laps passed without incident beyond a series of passes and maneuvers among the back five in the race. The leaders stayed steady, still feeling one another out and preparing for the second half of the race. “The first fifty,” Ransack said, “are practice. The next thirty are setup. The last twenty are where the race really happens. By then you know who has what it takes.”
Optimus Prime nodded, but he thought this characterization of the race was unusual coming from someone whose reputation rested on a historic comeback over the last few laps. Ransack did appear to be right about the increasing tension on the track, though. After the halfway point, every racer got more aggressive. There was more bumping and scraping around the turns, and several times one bot or another was flung out of the formation to scramble and force its way back in over the next few laps. From the nearby spectators, Optimus Prime heard an overwhelming amount of commentary, vitriol, cheering, and accidental history. Every Velocitronian, it seemed, was a walking compendium of Speedia history, and everything that happened on the track had historical antecedents. It turned out that one of the bots in the row just below Optimus and the other Autobots had won a Speedia long ago. He was known as Hightail, and everyone around him seemed to defer to his opinions about the race and its history. Optimus Prime decided that he would have to get Hightail alone and sound him out about the situation between Override and Ransack.
He was thinking about how to do this when, in the race’s final stage, a middle-of-the-pack racer swung a little wide coming out of a turn and collided heavily with its nearest competitor. The first racer overcorrected and hit a third coming up on the inside. All three went out of control, with the outside bot hitting the wall while the other two went into spins that inevitably turned into spectacular rollovers. From the crowd, cheering turned to shocked yells and confused contradictions. The bot coming off the wall spun through the pack, miraculously missing every other racer as they darted around him and coming to rest facing backward at the edge of the infield. His front end was badly crumpled and sparking, but his engine still revved and his wheels moved enough that he could maneuver farther onto the infield.
The other two racers were not so fortunate. One ended up upside down near the center of the infield, bits of wreckage strewn behind it. Somewhere in its tumbling, it had reflexively reassumed its bot-form, as bots tended to do when seriously injured. It tried to get up and failed, collapsing on the packed earth of the infield. The other one had not rolled as far, ending up on its side against a stanchion supporting the stadium’s audio system. The stanchion rocked at the impact, and a spike of feedback blared across the space, cutting through the unsettled reaction from the crowd.
A repair crew deployed from the staging area inside the ring of the racetrack, reaching both of the injured racers practically before they had come to rest. Sparks and smoke partially obscured the audio stanchion and the bot below as it, too, reflexively transformed back into its bot-form. The crowd roared, but Optimus Prime didn’t know whether they were cheering the crash or the bots’ survival. In his short time on Velocitron, he had come to understand that their culture was very different from its Cybertronian ancestor.
The race went on, a pack of seven bots now rather than ten. Optimus Prime had lost track of how many laps the two leading racers had completed, but it was somewhere in the nineties. They ran wheel to wheel, trading the lead back and forth by minuscule amounts, as the other five jockeyed for position in a cluster just behind them. Despite himself Optimus Prime was getting interested. Sport in general had never taken much of his attention, but here with the entire population of a planet riveted to an event he found the enthusiasm infectious.
Unbidden, a memory arose: the clandestine gladiator pit where Megatron had first shown Orion Pax the brutal glory of combat. Optimus Prime realized with a shock that he had been captivated then as he was captivated now … but in the same moment he could see the difference. There, lives had been at stake, sparks extinguished for the savage pleasure of the crowd. Here …
He looked again at the infield, where the damaged racers were undergoing treatment. Was it so different? Had Velocitron developed its own version of the pits, and for the same reasons? With the looming crisis over resources and the instability of their sun, Velocitronians had turned to the spectacle of dangerous sport. In the flush of this insight, Optimus Prime grew even more certain that the Autobots had been destined to come here. The Matrix did nothing by accident, and Velocitron was in need.
Yet the spectators seemed unconscious of their possible doom, or at least uncaring for the moment. The tension in the stands built to an unbearable pitch. The girders shook with the force of the Velocitronians’ roars, punctuated by the rhythmic stomping of their feet. On the track, a signal went up: Three laps to go. One of the leaders was Blurr. Optimus Prime did not know the other one.
Ransack, in the middle of the chaos, leaned over and spoke to Optimus Prime, keeping his voice just loud enough for Optimus alone to hear.
“You see,” Ransack said. “There are no faster bots in the galaxy than us. Maybe Override is counting on you to save us, but me? I don’t think we need saving. Certainly not from a bunch of refugees who destroyed their own planet on the way out. You have nothing for us.”
Optimus Prime nodded, letting Ransack have his say. But while he was nodding, he fired off a quick subvocalized message. He had heard enough of Ransack’s slander. It could not be allowed to spread. A counterexample was in order.
An eyeblink after Optimus sent his message, out of the sky came Silverbolt, his alt-form flashing in Velocitron’s bright sunlight, rocketing over the fastest of the Velocitronians as they neared the finish line. Optimus Prime watched with a mixture of satisfaction and dread, knowing that for every Velocitronian impressed by the show, there would be one who saw it as showing up the Velocitronians at what they did best. He had put Silverbolt on standby, anticipating the need to make this flyover as a demonstration to Velocitron that the Autobots had strengths that Velocitronians perhaps had not yet considered. Even if Optimus Prime could not solve the problems of Velocitron’s dying sun or squandered resources, he could leave Velocitronians feeling that the Autobots were something more than refugees. They had power, as represented by Silverbolt’s flight and—lest it be forgotten—Optimus Prime’s carrying the Matrix of Leadership and the mantle of Prime itself. Optimus had long since learned that though a good leader made friends when he could, sometimes the surest way to a durable alliance was a show of strength. When the quest for the AllSpark led them away from Velocitron, as it surely would soon, they would need all the lingering admiration they could create, particularly if Megatron arrived here on their trail.
Silverbolt screamed over the finish line at the exact moment Blurr and his competitor completed the race’s hundredth and final lap. Fireworks erupted on the track infield, and for a long moment no one knew who had won. Even those whose attention had not been taken by Silverbolt’s display would have been hard pressed to pick a winner; the two leaders had crossed the finish line so close together that the track referee was even now consulting with Override. She listened, spoke briefly back to him, then climbed up onto a podium that overhung the finish line from the infield. In the stands, anticipation built to a frenzy, and a strong countercurrent of anger rumbled as Silverbolt banked in and came to an acrobatic landing, reassuming his bot-form precisely in time for his feet to touch the ground without so much as a stumble.
“You dare?” Ransack raged at Optimus Prime. “You vagabond mechs!”
“I do dare,” Optimus Prime said. “I dare to snap you out of your obsessions and the petty rivalries you indulge while your sun dies and a threat like none of you have ever seen looms behind us.”
He turned to make sure that other nearby Velocitronians were hearing him. Some—those still not thunderstruck by Silverbolt’s appearance or his very existence—were, and on their faces were expressions of anger, confusion … of course. There was no way to make this pleasant, Optimus Prime thought. But he would see it through.
“You immerse yourselves in the Speedia because you have given up,” he said. “You believe you are going to die, and you have long since abandoned any effort to prevent that death. Well, we have perhaps come for more than assistance.” He paused.
“We have come to awaken you! Megatron will find you, and when he does, you will be destroyed if you are not ready. You are the fastest bots on the ground that any Cybertronian has ever seen. I salute your excellence in this area. But do not let it absorb you so completely that you let war come upon you in the middle of a race.”
These last words he directed back toward Ransack, though he saw Override watching him from the winner’s gantry. “We may be vagabonds now, but soon you will be, too. If Megatron lets you live that long. We must join together if we are to fight both the Decepticons and your dying sun.”
Ransack glared hatred at him, pure and undisguised. Around him, his flunkies and bodyguards put on hard faces as well. But outside of this core of opposition, Optimus Prime could see that his words had taken hold among at least some of the nearer spectators. It remained to be seen how Override would react.
If you are going to have enemies, Optimus Prime reflected, it is good for those enemies to show themselves. Still he regretted whatever bad feeling he might have provoked among ordinary Velocitronians. It was always unfortunate when jockeying among leaders had negative consequences for broader populations. But what could he have done differently? He had needed Ransack to show his true colors in front of other Velocitronians, not just his lackeys, who already knew him for what he was and had committed themselves to him despite that. That objective had been accomplished. The other consequences could be dealt with over the long term, but any chance that Velocitron would enter the coming war on the Autobot side depended on identifying the Decepticon sympathizers … or those who would be Decepticon sympathizers whenever Megatron arrived.
That Optimus Prime was increasingly certain, would be sooner rather than later. He had no empirical reason for this intuition, but neither could he shake his belief that it was correct. The war for Cybertron was about to become a war for every planet populated by Cybertronians and their far-flung cousins. Optimus Prime and the Autobots could not allow themselves to be put on the defensive the way they had been back on Cybertron.
The uproar in the speedway grew more intense. A group of bots from the stands had broken through the trackside barrier and poured onto the infield to surround Silverbolt. Others—the less politically motivated, Optimus guessed—surged around the two leaders, who had just reassumed their bot-forms and were receiving postrace examinations from track mechanics. Elsewhere on the infield, the three victims of the earlier crash were undergoing repairs. One of them was already up and around.
Through it all, Override’s voice suddenly rang loud and clear. “Velocitronians!” she proclaimed. “In one of the closest races in our planet’s history, the winner is … Blurr!”
Optimus Prime would not have thought it possible, but the speedway tumult increased yet again. The thunder of approbation seemed like it must be cracking welds all over the grandstand. For a moment Optimus questioned his judgment in ordering Silverbolt’s flyover. He had underestimated the Velocitronians’ devotion to their racers; the Autobot cause would not be served if they were remembered for upstaging the race finish and sowing chaos in the most important event on the Velocitronian calendar.
Blurr thrust his arms skyward and threw his head back with a triumphant shout. Around him his admirers mimicked the gesture. Even some of the bots who initially had charged toward Silverbolt were distracted by their jubilation at this news. Blurr seemed to be a popular racer. His vanquished opponent shook hands and clapped him on the shoulder. Off to one side of the infield, that racer’s pit crew and mechanical support team stood in a dejected cluster. In the crowd, Optimus heard some bots talking about Silverbolt. He was relieved to note that many of them seemed to be treating the flyover as an added show, but there was also, as he had feared, an undercurrent of resentment. So far, though, the thrilling spectacle of the race seemed to hold sway, which was exactly what Optimus wanted.
There followed the trophy presentation. Abruptly Silverbolt was all but forgotten, as were the rest of the Autobots. Even Ransack momentarily left off his glaring at Optimus Prime to observe the ceremony. From a compartment built into the track scaffolding, Override removed the trophy itself and held it up. “SPEEDIA!” shouted the assembled bots. “This trophy is our oldest artifact!” Override proclaimed. “It is the symbol of our culture, the emblem of pure velocity!”
She held it out, and Blurr put his hands on it. As they held it between them and the speedway rumbled with the crowd’s deafening roar, Optimus Prime felt a curious desire to examine it. He was too far away to get a good look, but he could tell that it was constructed of metallic alloys, with four bars forming its frame and a pyramidal shape topping it, scored with jagged lines akin to lightning. Its square base was of the same material, and within it shone another shape, gleaming brilliantly in the midday sun.
The archivist in Optimus Prime wondered who had built it and when. But he could tell that he was alone in this curiosity. For the Velocitronians, it was a winner’s trophy. Blurr raised it overhead and basked in the acclaim of his championship.
Override, having crowned the race’s winner, now worked her way slowly through the crowd that surged around Blurr, pounding him on the back and reaching out to touch the trophy itself. Optimus Prime waited as Override crossed the track and climbed the bleachers to greet him. As she approached, Ransack drew away, consulting with his confidants. Optimus had the feeling that existing divisions on Velocitron had been exacerbated by his actions, if not his initial presence. The more he observed of this world, the more he was starting to think that he had stumbled into a precarious situation rather than creating one. Override’s next action cemented that impression.
She reached out toward Blurr, beckoning him to follow her out to the infield, where Silverbolt was murmuring over his commlink. “What do I do if things get tense, Prime?” Silverbolt was asking. “There’s some angry people out here.”
“Take off if you have to,” Optimus Prime answered, “but don’t fight no matter what happens. I think help is on the way.”
He was right. Taking one of Blurr’s hands and raising it, Override paraded with the victorious racer out onto the infield, meeting Silverbolt as the crowd around the Autobot merged with Blurr’s jubilant followers and the rest of the bots who had come down out of the crowd in the aftermath of the race’s wild finish.
Velocitronian tradition demanded a planetwide celebration after the race, particularly, as Optimus had learned, if no political outcome was at stake. On the infield, apparently the party was already starting. Cans of various intoxicating beverages were visible in many hands, and Silverbolt was being treated as a curiosity. The mass of spectators still in the grandstand headed off to the hangar, where the main celebration would happen, and all seemed well. The only sour note was that Ransack had disappeared with his cadre of hangers-on. Once he had gone, Optimus and the other Autobots met Override, Silverbolt, and Blurr in the middle of the postrace chaos on the infield. From there Override led them to the hangar, where Blurr began going through his own set of postrace diagnostics. Once that was done, Blurr broke away from the repair bots and came right up to Silverbolt.
“I remember you said I was fast,” he said. “I am. But there’s wheel fast and then there’s wing fast.”
“Air has a lot less friction than ground, that’s for sure,” Silverbolt agreed.
“We’ve heard of the Seekers,” Blurr said. “But you’re the first one we’ve ever seen. Isn’t that right, Override?”
She nodded. “They have always been just stories here. I don’t believe there were ever any Seekers here. We believe in the wheel and the road.”
“I am not a Seeker,” Silverbolt said. “Megatron turned them, with Starscream, to the Decepticon cause.”
“I don’t know those names, either,” Override said.
Optimus Prime hated to worsen the mood, but he had Ransack very much on his mind. “You will soon enough,” he said, but nobody appeared to hear him. It was a strange sensation for Optimus Prime not to be listened to. He was glad in a way; having every bot within auditory range hanging on his every word was a burden. Here, in the middle of a large and noisy gathering of bots for whom Cybertron and the war were just stories, he had a fleeting chance to blend in and let go of the strain of leadership.
One of Blurr’s team, hanging around the edge of the group, said, “You, Silverbolt. Are you the fastest flier where you come from?”
Silverbolt thought about it. “Never seen one faster,” he said. “But on the other hand, we never had a straight-up race.”
“Mainspring here is obsessed with who’s the fastest and the best and the biggest. He likes to measure everything.” Blurr laughed.
“Well, maybe I’ll get a chance to race Starscream next time I see him,” Silverbolt said, full of bravado. Optimus wondered what the outcome of such a race would be in noncombat circumstances.
The mention of Starscream reminded him that he could not avoid his responsibilities any longer, that the moment for being anonymous was long past for Optimus Prime. Time was short. “Override,” he said. “May I speak with you?”
She nodded, and they broke away from the group to consult in a quiet corner of the hangar.
“I should apologize,” he said.
“Yes, you should,” she agreed. “You had no idea what you were doing.”
“I did, in fact. But it is true that I did not anticipate all of the consequences. Such as,” Optimus said, watching Override closely, “Ransack’s desire to take over Velocitron for himself.”
Override was silent for some time. “I could have managed him if you had not arrived,” she said.
“I’m sure you still can,” Optimus said. “You seem stronger than he is.”
Looking him in the eye, Override said, “Do you think you are stronger than Megatron?”
Optimus Prime had no answer for this.
“We must leave soon to continue our search for the AllSpark,” he said. “If Megatron comes, will you fight him?”
“What you’re really asking is if Ransack will,” Override said. Optimus nodded. “Then the answer is, I don’t know. We are desperate, Prime. Desperate bots turn to strong leaders, and they mistake tyranny for strength. I have feared this turn on our planet for some time. The race can only preoccupy us for so many cycles before we must confront the problem that we cannot live here much longer without aid.”
“This is one reason why I wanted Velocitronians to know the strength of the Autobots. You may rely on us.”
“Until you leave,” Override said.
“Before we leave, I believe we can get your Space Bridge working again,” Optimus Prime said.
Taken aback, Override paused as if replaying his words in her head. “You can?”
“I do not wish to make promises, but yes. I think we can.”
Override nodded thoughtfully, looking at the array of her citizens going about their business in the vast hangar. “If that’s true, you’ll leave a better impression than you could ever have anticipated,” she said. “But I still can’t promise what will happen if Megatron comes.”
Optimus Prime thought he could. Wherever Megatron went, there was only one outcome.
War.
In the following cycles, they got to work doing necessary repairs on the Ark and, as Optimus had promised, seeing what could be done about the defunct Space Bridge. Optimus also had a third goal on Velocitron, one that he had told no one about. The Matrix was murmuring to him, and he felt the tug of its orders. There was something on Velocitron that it wanted him to see. Override, wanting Optimus to be careful about antagonizing any more Velocitronians than he already had, assigned him a local escort named Clocker. Impetuous and jumpy, Clocker seemed to Optimus Prime like a Velocitronian version of Bumblebee. As a favor to Override, he allowed Clocker to accompany him wherever he went except for a few command meetings that only Ratchet, Silverbolt, and Jazz attended.
Optimus Prime found that he didn’t mind Clocker’s company. The Velocitronian talked nonstop, but that reminded Optimus Prime of Bumblebee’s onetime loquacity. In turn, this strengthened his resolve that Clocker and the other Velocitronians not suffer under Megatron the way that so many Cybertronians had. Clocker, for his part, was full of questions about Cybertron and about the war. Optimus Prime answered them, but reluctantly. He was more interested in the history of Velocitron. “How did you all get so interested in speed?” he asked once while Clocker was following him from the hangar to the barracks where Override had allowed the Cybertronians to stay.
Optimus Prime had sent the second landing team, under Hound’s leadership, out to map the terrain of Velocitron. Whatever material the Ark’s archives carried was megacycles out of date, and it didn’t make sense to spend time on a planet and not leave with a good map. Override had offered one, but the Velocitronians didn’t much care about cartography, it turned out; what she gave him was a finely detailed matrix of roads, with Delta dead center, but it said nothing about other topography. So Optimus did what explorers do: He sent out his own team, careful to make sure that Hound took along representatives from both Ransack’s and Override’s administrative operations.
Thinking of the tension between those two bots, Optimus remembered something. “Jazz,” he said. “Want to hear a joke?”
“Always.”
“One time I thought that if I was going to be Prime, maybe Megatron and I could share the power and end the war that way.”
“Shared power?” Jazz laughed loud and long. “Good one!”
It wasn’t just a joke. Looking back, Optimus Prime knew that he had been almost fatally naive to consider the possibility. Looking around him now, he saw that the coleadership of Override and Ransack was fraught with sublimated rivalry that would lead to open conflict sooner or later. He had a feeling it would be sooner.
When it came to intelligence gathering, there was one Autobot Optimus Prime knew he could rely on. He sent for Prowl.
“You have probably had this thought already,” he said when Prowl appeared and they found a reasonably private place to meet. It was a dead-end side street hemmed in by workshops and small factories, every one of them empty and gradually filling with Velocitron’s ever-present dust. “But I am concerned that there might be a serious schism developing here between Override and Ransack.”
“You can bet on it,” Prowl said. “This place is about to explode.”
Normally, Optimus Prime would have thought this might be overstating the case a little. The effect of Cybertron’s civil war on Prowl had been to take his ingrained suspicion and develop it to a nearly full-blown paranoia. He saw conspiracies and budding revolutions everywhere there were three bots together.
In this case, however, Optimus Prime thought he might be right. “Look around,” he said. “See what you can hear about who is allied to whom and whether the citizens in general seem to lean toward Override or Ransack. While we are getting the Space Bridge online, we are also going to need to make sure that Velocitron does not erupt around us.”
He hated saying it that way, but Optimus Prime could already tell that the Autobots’ arrival had been extremely disruptive to Velocitron. It was now his responsibility to keep that disruption to a minimum—and to make sure that the Velocitronian leadership understood what was at stake in the conflict between Autobot and Decepticon.
“Optimus Prime,” Prowl said. “I can observe, I can report. Under what circumstances should I act?”
“Only if confronted with a direct threat,” Optimus Prime said.
“To myself or to others?”
After a moment’s consideration Optimus Prime said, “Either. But Prowl, try to avoid getting into difficult situations. Gather intelligence. Let that imperative guide you for now.”
“Understood,” Prowl said, and the two of them walked back toward the central hangar adjacent to the speedway, making innocuous conversation along the way for the benefit of whoever might be listening.
Already Velocitron was no longer a welcome oasis, but a place rife with possible threats. Or at least, Optimus Prime thought, it was prudent to regard it as such.
The next cycles passed uneventfully. Prowl looked around. Optimus Prime consulted with Override and to a lesser degree Ransack on Velocitron’s situation, which appeared to be at least as dire as Override initially had characterized it. Perceptor and the other scientists aboard the Ark undertook an extensive analysis of Velocitron’s sun and the planet’s mineral deposits, demonstrating that Override’s concerns were fully justified. On a galactic time scale, Velocitron did not have long to live.
Already they were taking action. Jazz had assembled a team of Velocitronians, led by Blurr’s crew chief, Mainspring, who had agreed to direct their engineering expertise toward the reconstruction of Velocitron’s Space Bridge. Since it was just after Speedia, there was nothing for them to do right away, and as one of them said, “Gets a little monotonous making bots go faster all the time.” Ratchet, Jazz and the Velocitronian team were spending a lot of time at the Space Bridge or consulting the Ark’s archives about it, and according to Jazz, they were making progress.
Word of that progress spread, and the Velocitronians began to understand that the Autobots would not be staying. Soon after Jazz had given his most recent report on the Space Bridge, one of the Velocitronians approached Optimus Prime and said something that took him completely by surprise.
“I want to come with you,” Mainspring said. “I might not be Cybertronian, but I’ve sure never fit in here.”
“Have you asked Override if you can leave?”
Mainspring laughed. “This isn’t that kind of place. I can leave if I want to, and Override won’t care. Only problem is, until you came along there was never any place to go.”
“There still might not be,” Optimus Prime told him. “If you come with us, you might never come back.”
“Fine with me,” Mainspring said. “I don’t know if you noticed this, but if you’re not interested in racing, there’s not much here for you.”
“What are you interested in?” Jazz cut in.
Mainspring shrugged. “Other kinds of machines. Building them, taking them apart. I like to measure things. Especially time. I like to measure time.”
“Then I guess the Ark will have lots of clocks,” Jazz joked. Nobody laughed. “Fine,” he said. “I’m just going to …”
“Right,” said Optimus. “Keep working on that Space Bridge.”
“What are you going to do?”
Optimus Prime tapped the center of his torso, where the Matrix of Leadership was calling him to move. Where, he wasn’t sure, and he didn’t know why, either, but the Matrix would reveal its reasons to him in due time. “Before we go, I have a little exploring to do,” he said. “Mainspring, I will talk to Override. And Clocker, if you have no other obligations, I would appreciate a local guide.”
“Let’s go,” Clocker said. Optimus Prime nodded and shifted to alt-form. Clocker did the same, and together they rolled out from Delta, heading south across equatorial Velocitron’s flat expanse of desert plain.




The Matrix was talking to him. Not in words or even in any identifiable pattern of electric impulses along his motor pathways, but communicating somehow, via the medium—thought Optimus Prime, though he had never told anyone this—of the Energon that gave Cybertronians life. He reached the south magnetic pole of Velocitron, a region of jumbled hills and narrow slot canyons. It was one of the few areas on the planet that the Velocitronians had not reconfigured to suit their racing obsession. Optimus wondered why. Surely there had been time to pave and tame this part of the world as well. Had they shied away from it out of some superstition? If so, he wanted to know the story. When he returned to the great tangle of roads at the equator, he would ask. But now he would search.
The search did not last long. At the pole itself Optimus discovered a monolith, pentangular in cross section and towering five times his height. At its base was a group of sigils he recognized from the cover of the Covenant of Primus, though he did not know what they meant. Perhaps only Alpha Trion did. He had no idea why the Matrix had brought him here, and save for the sigils at its base, the monolith’s surface was blank. It was an artifact of the Thirteen, its mystery ageless and impenetrable. Optimus Prime stood before it and waited for a sign.
“Don’t like it here,” Clocker said. “Slow.”
“Slow,” Optimus repeated thoughtfully. It was slow. When all your sensors weren’t being assaulted by the sounds of engines, the world seemed like a different place.
He had not said much to Clocker on the trip, and he knew that his reticence had frustrated the Velocitronian, who like most of his fellow speedsters talked more or less nonstop. He wanted to know about Cybertron, about the Space Bridges, about other lost colony planets … and about the war. Optimus Prime didn’t particularly want to talk about any of those things to this young bot, but he tried. And now that they had come to this place, this slow place where the manic pace of Velocitron was held at bay, he tried again.
“The Matrix of Leadership led me here,” he said. “There is something we must find. Something I must find.”
“Can I see it?” Clocker asked as if the Matrix were something Optimus Prime carried around in a storage compartment.
Optimus shook his head. “It reveals itself when it chooses to reveal itself,” he said. “Sometimes I can display it, but even then it must permit the display.”
Clocker thought about that for what must have seemed to him a long time but to Optimus seemed almost like interrupting. “What are we looking for?”
“I don’t know,” Optimus Prime said. “That’s another thing the Matrix has to decide to show.”
“What’s Cybertron like?” was Clocker’s next question, again on the heels of Optimus’s last word.
Optimus Prime started to tell the truth. Then he looked at this young bot, full of ambition and vigor and optimism—excited to be in the presence of a near legendary Cybertronian—and he realized that there was a place for shadings of the truth. “Cybertron is still the heart of our civilization,” he said. “All bots came from there, and it’s the place all bots look to for their identity.”
“Well, I don’t know about that,” Clocker said. “I’m pretty much a Velocitronian.”
“You’ve been here a long time,” Optimus Prime said. “But there’s only one Well of the AllSpark, and it’s on Cybertron.”
But as he spoke he realized that he wasn’t sure he believed this anymore. Too many of the Velocitronians were too different. They had arisen, evolved, without the presence of the AllSpark.
Clocker unknowingly echoed Optimus Prime’s new questions. “But if the AllSpark isn’t there anymore …” Clocker trailed off, and they continued in silence, heading up a plateau on a course that would lead them to Velocitron’s south pole.
“The AllSpark will come back,” Optimus Prime said. “I’m going to go get it and bring it back. That will end the war and restore Cybertron. He paused. “You know what else I’m going to do?”
Clocker raced ahead, then slowed down to pace Optimus Prime again. “What?”
“I’m going to get the Space Bridges working again. And I’m going to build new ones where they have been destroyed,” said Optimus. “Then you’ll be able to go to Cybertron yourself.”
“I can’t wait!” Clocker said. He raced off ahead again. This time, Optimus Prime accelerated to catch up. There was something about Velocitronians, their aerodynamic builds, their manic and contagious obsession with speed … or maybe it was just being on Velocitron that made you want to go fast.




In the shadowed emptiness of the speedway, as celebrations rang out across Velocitron, a group of bots met surreptitiously. Three of them were envoys from Ransack, who earlier had made tentative inquiries to the Cybertronian visitors: What was the real story? Who was this Optimus Prime, and why did they follow him? What could Velocitron expect now that its ancient isolation had been broken? Eventually, one of the visitors in the group had stepped forward and suggested that a conversation was in order but that it should perhaps take place beyond the watchful eyes of either Autobot or Velocitronian authority. Hence the current gathering.
One of Ransack’s envoys was called Hightail, though once, he thought, certainty having long ago fallen victim to the passage of time, he had been called something else. The Cybertronian in the foursome would not give a name. “You can call me 777,” he said. “That was once my name, when I was a bounty hunter in the slag swamps between the Hydrax Plateau and the city of Kaon. You’ve heard of those places?”
None of the others assembled could remember. Hightail surely couldn’t.
“See?” 777 said. “You’re not Cybertronians, but rather Velocitronians, all of you! Yes, the AllSpark gave you life. But that life is your own—not tied to Cybertron.” After a pause, he added, “Especially once Optimus Prime threw the AllSpark into space.”
“Why’d he do that?” Hightail wanted to know.
“Because he didn’t trust regular Cybertronians to make their own decisions,” 777 said. “Once he was part of a revolution, but the High Council on Cybertron gave him too much power. They named him Prime, and he forgot the regular bots. Once the war started, he didn’t want to free bots anymore. He wanted to lead them.”
Another silence followed. Eventually, 777 broke it. “And if he couldn’t lead them—or if they didn’t want to be led—he decided he would destroy them. That’s why Cybertron is still at war. That’s why Optimus Prime is running across the galaxy. Because he let power go to his head.”
“What do we care about Cybertron?” Hightail said. “We’re here.”
“And I got here, right?” 777 answered. “Optimus Prime got here. You can’t ignore what’s happening on Cybertron any longer. The Space Bridges are going to be rebuilt. You’re going to have to choose sides. Optimus Prime is not the only voice on Cybertron. There are plenty of bots who think differently than he does.”
“How many cycles has it been since you saw Cybertron?” one of the Velocitronians asked. Hightail honked at him to shut up. He was jittery, anxious to hear more, revving his engine to burn off some excess energy.
“I’ve been there more recently than you have, bot,” 777 said.
“How do we know?” Hightail said. “You won’t even tell us your name.”
“Why would I? How do I know I can trust you? How do I know you won’t roll right back to Optimus Prime and tell him everything I said?”
The rumble of engines was the only sound for several cycles. Hightail would have left it there, would have forgotten about the whole thing and gone back to the life he had—going fast, looking for ways to go faster, and building better roads so they could go faster yet. But there were three other bots there, and one of them said, just when it looked like 777 might give up and leave them there, “Tell us more.”
That other bot was a malcontent pit crew chief who had spent his entire life working on the racers without ever being able to race himself. Not every Velocitronian could be the fastest, and only one could be Blurr, but every Velocitronian had the dream. Backfire’s dream had died a long time ago as he watched other bots retool themselves or get sponsored by one of the big racing teams. Those bots became Velocitronian celebrities while bots like Backfire labored in the shadows of the hangars and watched their work be celebrated without anyone ever paying attention to who did it.
Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. On a planet like Velocitron, being a good mechanic was respected and admired. Backfire couldn’t contest that. But he knew he would never get a chance to race, not because he wouldn’t have been a good racer but because he never knew the right bots. He had raced out in the wastes, along the smaller feeder tracks, and had even won some of those races. But it had become clear a long time ago that he would never make it as a racer. He had known Blurr then, and even then Blurr had the mark of a star. Backfire wasn’t that fast and never would be no matter what tweaks and retoolings were applied to his alt-form chassis.
So he had become a crew chief, and a respected one, gradually climbing the ladder until he was second to Mainspring in Blurr’s pit, which was the one all Velocitronian mechanics angled to work in. But that kind of respect was the respect a general had for a useful junior officer. It was condescending, wasn’t real. Backfire wanted the real thing.
That was why he asked the question of 777 even though 777 was wrong about them all being Cybertronian. He wanted to hear more about this Megatron.
Prowl listened. He couldn’t tell exactly what was being said, but he heard enough to understand that the topic at hand was Megatron. Had the Decepticons somehow found a way to get to Velocitron before the Autobot escape from Cybertron? That didn’t seem possible. Not even Shockwave had the kind of scientific acumen needed to teleport bots across time and space.
The only other possibility was that there was a turncoat on board the Ark.
Prowl had been a part of a lot of clandestine missions, and he had infiltrated more secret sites than just about any living Autobot. Even so, he was stunned to think of the possibility that one of the Autobots was a traitor and, even more so, that one of the bots Optimus Prime had chosen to come with him on the Ark was a traitor.
Optimus Prime had tried to get as many bots as possible on the Ark, knowing what those left behind would face, but even so, he had made some choices. Not being able to take every bot, he had tried to construct a combination exploratory mission, fighting force, and sampling of Cybertronian civilization. Some resolute Autobots had elected to stay behind and continue the fight, such as Ultra Magnus and the mighty Wreckers, but by and large the crew members of the Ark were there because Optimus Prime had made sure they were there. At least that was how Prowl understood it.
And now, listening to the conversation under the speedway grandstand, he understood that Optimus had taken a Decepticon on board the Ark, too.
But who? Prowl didn’t recognize the voice and couldn’t give away his position to get a visual of the traitor. He recorded the voice for processing through the Ark’s scientific facilities, and then he quietly got away from the unfolding plot. It made him feel dirty and furiously angry. Traitors would pay.
First, though, they must be identified. When he got clear of the speedway, Prowl headed straight for the Ark, hoping to catch Sideswipe between maintenance tasks so the two of them could put their heads together over a tricky but crucial problem of voiceprint identification.
The third Velocitronian at the meeting was a track engineer called Armco. He wasn’t sure what to think about the Cybertronian calling himself 777, and what genuinely unsettled him about the whole setup was that he had seen every Cybertronian who had come down from the Ark, since he’d been working on a balky welder in the hangar when Optimus Prime had presented each member of his team to Override.
777 wasn’t any of those bots.
This made Armco wonder why he was disguising himself or, if he wasn’t, why he hadn’t been presented to Override. Another possibility was that 777 was just one of a number of Autobots who were on Velocitron without the knowledge of either Override or Ransack.
So he had a problem. He should report this, whatever was going on. Hightail and Backfire wouldn’t do it for their own reasons. Backfire was already curious about this Megatron, whoever he was, so he wouldn’t say anything about 777 until he knew more or had a chance to see Megatron for himself … or until 777 asked him to say something to Ransack. Hightail, in contrast, wasn’t particularly loyal to either of Velocitron’s leaders. Neither was Armco. What Armco wanted was for the Autobots—or Cybertronians or whatever they wanted to call themselves—to leave and let Velocitron figure out its own problems.
“Not bad enough that our sun is dying,” he grumbled to the tools in his workshop when he’d gotten back to the hangar much later. “We’ve got to be dragged into Cybertron’s wars, too.” The main hangar was deserted, with all the various crews and groups of Velocitronians gone back to the garages where they spent their nights. The hangar was a work space. Armco did not feel like resting, so he was working.
“That didn’t take long,” came a voice from nearby, startling him.
He looked up. His workshop was in a small annex walled off from the central hangar space, near the wall that faced the track complex itself. If you weren’t looking for Armco, you had no reason to be there. He held up the welder, and it sparked to life, its pure white tongue of plasma casting a harsh glare over the speaker.
It was one of the Cybertronians. “You’re the one they call Prowl, right?” Armco said.
“That’s my name. And you’re Armco.”
“That’s my name.”
“Armco, there are going to be problems here. You know that, right?”
“Everywhere has problems. Sounds like Cybertron has plenty,” Armco said.
Prowl nodded. “You can put the torch down,” he said. Armco did. “I need to ask you a favor.”
“Ask Override.”
“Well,” Prowl said, “there’s a problem there. If I ask Override, then she’s going to figure out a bunch of things that I’d rather she didn’t figure out just yet. There’s such a thing as knowing too much.”
Armco thought this over. He sure never felt like he knew too much about anything. “You want me to be a spy for you,” he said.
“No,” Prowl said.
“Then what?”
“I just want you to come and tell me if this 777—that’s what he called himself, right?—if he starts talking specifics on when Megatron or the Decepticons might arrive here.” He paused to let this sink in. “That is very important information to your survival as well as ours. You understand?”
“Yeah,” Armco said even though he didn’t. He understood what Prowl wanted but not why he wanted Armco to do it.
Prowl started moving back into the darkness of the main hangar space. “Don’t come looking for me. I’ll find you.”
I bet you will, Armco thought. He realized he hadn’t put out the torch and did so, scolding himself for wasting the fuel. Resources were scarce enough without him adding to the problem.
And things were tense enough between Override and Ransack without these Cybertronians coming in and making everything even hotter. That was racing, though: Sometimes everyone’s bunched up coming out of the final turn. Then you find out who’s got what coming down the straightaway.
Armco sat there in the darkness, half expecting someone else to appear and ask him to become a double agent. When no one did, he fired up the welder again and got to work.




One of the gifts bestowed by the Matrix of Leadership was patience and meditative focus beyond the ordinary. Optimus Prime waited, perfectly still. He felt a gradually intensifying transformation in the landscape around him, as if all of Velocitronian time had been superimposed on the lived moment of the present. Optimus opened his eyes. The monolith was before him. On his right, a long heaving slope fell away to Velocitron’s southern plain, crisscrossed by roads. On his left was the untouched natural landscape of a planet before it had been given the name Velocitron. Immediately behind him, Clocker waited, trying to stand still but suffering from the impatience seemingly built into the nature of every Velocitronian.
“This feels … I don’t like it,” Clocker said.
“You are not used to it,” said Optimus Prime.
Clocker ticked and jittered in place. “I don’t want to get used to it. Let’s go back to Delta.”
“Clocker, what are you afraid of?” Optimus Prime could see that the Velocitronian was on the verge of flight but was too embarrassed to say that he was frightened.
“There are stories about this place,” Clocker said. “If I’d known we were coming here, I would have stayed home.”
“What kinds of stories?”
“It’s haunted. No Velocitronian will come here because of the stories.”
Haunted. Optimus Prime was not superstitious and did not understand superstition. The real universe was strange enough without layering myths over it. Still, he once had considered the Thirteen at least semimythical, so who was he to render judgment on the myths of other worlds?
“What haunts it?” he asked.
“The story is that something fell from the sky here and that any bot who comes close will be destroyed,” Clocker said. “That’s it, plain and simple. Whatever is in there doesn’t want you going in with it. Can I go?”
“No. Stay here,” Optimus Prime said.
Clocker backed up a step. Small plates along his shoulders and legs flipped up and then back down, as if he were barely resisting the impulse to assume alt-form and roll out of there as fast as his wheels would carry him. “Why?”
“Because I do not know what will happen when I do this. If it goes wrong, I will need someone to report back to the Ark and bring help.”
“What are you going to do?” Clocker asked, backing away another step.
“This.” Optimus Prime took a step closer to the monolith, drawn by an unspoken imperative from the Matrix of Leadership.
At the third step, Optimus Prime crossed an invisible barrier and felt everything … slow … down, as if the entire planet of Velocitron were pausing for a long moment of reflection. The imperative to speed left him even as he looked back through the barrier and saw the blurs and dusty plumes of the Velocitronians’ passage along the excellent roads just on the other side. None of them stopped. None of them slowed down. It was not in the nature of Velocitronians to do either. Closer, just on the other side of the barrier, Clocker spun through a series of tension-relieving circles. He had exerted enormous self-control, staying calm as long as he had at the edges of this field, where everything seemed so slow to him. Where Optimus Prime now stood, it would have seemed to Clocker as if time had frozen entirely. Mythical guardians or not, it was a good thing he had not come along. The languid pace of time in this isolated zone would have driven a Velocitronian crazy. Perhaps that was the origin of the myth, Optimus Prime speculated. He looked around, curious to see whether any entrapped Velocitronians might have left their physical remains at the site, but all he saw was gravel and sand and the monument itself, around which time became distorted. Optimus Prime’s sensory apparatus began to return unusual data.
The unusual nature of the site became clearer as Optimus understood what it once had been: a great beacon, fallen into malfunction and disrepair gigacycles ago when the Space Bridges’ collapse meant that every Velocitronian suddenly was cut off from the source of Cybertronian identity. These beacons, Optimus Prime had read in the archives, existed on every colony planet, guiding ships in from the area of Space Bridges, which did not always return ships to normal space at exactly the same coordinates.
Errors had been recorded of as much as half a light-year. Hence the beacons. But this one … it had not given off a signal since well before Megatron had entered the gladiatorial pits for the first time, uncountable cycles before this moment. Optimus Prime envisioned it functioning again, bringing in a steady flow of traffic, commerce, ideas …
I fight for this, too, he realized. For the rebirth of not just Cybertronian civilization but the great matrix of colony worlds that once looked to Cybertron for inspiration, guidance … and, of course, trade.
It would be that way again.
But not until he returned to Cybertron with the AllSpark, and there was much yet to do before he could imagine that happening.
The first of the many things that needed accomplishing was to figure out why the Matrix had drawn him here, and why now. In this bubble of slowed and clarified space-time, Optimus Prime looked around and found himself reaching for a metallic gleam that showed itself through the sand and gravel around the monolith’s base. He brushed the grit away and saw a long, narrow piece of some kind of alloy. One edge was sharp, as if it once might have been used as a weapon. The other edges were irregular, as if it had been shattered, but in examining it he could find no obvious point of breakage, no clear dents or damage. The artifact looked almost ornamental, as if it had been designed to evoke the idea of a weapon without ever fulfilling the function of one. He liked it. Normally art was not one of Optimus Prime’s primary interests, but he decided that if all art looked like this piece—martial, strong, aesthetically pleasing but evocative of power—he might like more of it.
His artistic preferences, however, were of no use in reasoning out why the Matrix of Leadership had led him to this long-silent beacon and disclosed to him the presence of this artifact buried in the soil. Optimus looked it over again, forcing himself to ask different questions this time. If it had been made like that, what was its purpose? How could it have survived millions or billions of cycles in the windblown, sandy heights of polar Velocitron and still have a sharp edge and an un-pitted surface? He did not have answers to those questions, but framing them and confronting their mystery confirmed in him the initial belief that this was no abandoned bit of junk. And why had it …?
There.
A shifting in the sandy ground where he had pulled the artifact free opened a shallow pit as sand poured into an invisible space below. Not a large space as far as Optimus Prime could see, but whatever shift he had caused was in the slow process of exposing the ancient chassis of a bot.
He could see only its hand and arm, the rest still invisible under millions of cycles’ worth of sand. But the hand was about the size of his own, flecks of color still clinging to it. Once this traveling bot had been green and gold. Its remains were slightly smaller than Optimus Prime, and the styling of its armor put him in mind of ancient records from the archives that dated from before the Age of Wrath. Striking to think of how old the civilization of Cybertron really was and how much of it lay scattered across worlds known and unknown. Who had this bot been? Why had he come here with this piece of broken metal?
Or was it broken at all?
A glimmering of speculation made Optimus Prime think of the lost weapons that were so much a part of the stories of the Thirteen. Could this have been a piece of one such weapon? From a particular angle … no, he thought. It is one single thing. Powerful, perhaps, but there was no way to know what its true function was or what it once had been a part of. He took a brief tour through the mythical lost weapons of pre-Wrath history: the Star Saber, the Blades of Time, the Proton Spear …
“Rest, traveler,” he said to the long-buried form, and pushed sand over the visible hand and arm again. “Let this monument to Cybertron’s former greatness be a monument to your voyage as well.”
Op, said a slow, slow voice.
Optimus Prime looked around and could not see where the voice had come from. He looked down, shocked and momentarily thinking that the dead bot somehow had spoken to him across the ages and the unbridgeable gulf between life and death.
… tim …
No, the voice had come from outside. Optimus Prime looked back over his shoulder toward the edge of the slow space around the beacon. The world beyond was a blur, but in that blur he thought he could see the distinctive flicker of energy weapons discharging in the dust storm.
… us …
It was Clocker.
Optimus Prime charged toward the edge of the slow space, his consciousness already reorienting itself to the pace of the Velocitron outside its boundaries. He felt as if he were being torn between two speeds, not just of thought and motion but of existence and time themselves. Calling out to Clocker, Optimus realized that whatever he said would not survive the transition across the barrier. The sound waves would bunch and accelerate beyond the normal range of any bot’s audio sensors.
He burst through the invisible boundary and reeled for a moment as his perceptions adjusted to the sudden whirl of existing in real time again.
“Optimus Prime!” Clocker cried out, drawing his attention to the mouth of the narrow canyon where they had come down from the nearest road.
Clocker was at that moment ducking away from a plasma beam that tore into the canyon wall over his shoulder. Optimus Prime deployed his ion blaster and tracked the source of the plasma fire. There were three bots grouped near the canyon entrance, laying down covering fire for a fourth, who at that moment was closing in on Clocker’s flank. The young Velocitronian, in a panic, fired wildly at the three and had lost track of the fourth, who was raising a vibrosword and leaning into a final charge to get within melee range.
Optimus Prime calmly shot that bot down with his ion blaster and approached Clocker at a steady pace. “I am here, Clocker,” he said.
“Optimus Prime!” Clocker called out again, almost as if he hadn’t heard. “They just came out of nowhere!”
And that is where we will send them again, Optimus Prime thought. The bot closest to Clocker tried to get to its feet, and Optimus Prime shot it again, the ion bolt blasting away pieces of its head and neck. It went down again, this time for good. Answering fire from the three at the canyon’s mouth staggered him momentarily. He reached Clocker’s side and dragged the Velocitronian back and around a knob thrust out from the canyon wall. “Clocker,” he said. “You must not panic.”
“They came out of nowhere!” Clocker repeated.
“No, they came from the road, just as we did,” Optimus Prime said over the impacts of what sounded like both slugs and energy fire against the sheltering rocks. “Now there are three of them. Ready your weapons.”
Optimus Prime’s steady demeanor rallied Clocker. “Yes, Prime,” he said. His engine-blaster ratcheted back into place. “Orders?”
“I am going to come out and go straight for them,” Optimus Prime said. “They will fire at me immediately. When they do that, you step out and focus on whichever of them is farthest away. That will prevent them from keeping up a covering fire. Understood?”
“Yes.”
Optimus Prime charged around the knob of rock and found himself within striking distance of one of the attackers, who was hugging the canyon wall near Clocker’s original position. The bot raised a long energy rifle, but Optimus Prime closed so fast that by the time the bot got off a shot, he was knocking the rifle barrel upward with one hand while with the other he manifested his ax and crunched it sideways into the bot’s midsection. It slammed back into the canyon wall, wildly firing its rifle. Optimus Prime heard shouts from the other two bots and heard the roar of Clocker’s engine-blaster as its double-barreled fire chewed across a location at the mouth of the canyon. With both hands on his ax now, Optimus Prime severed the closer bot’s rifle arm and with the return stroke lashed his foe back into the wall, fatal gouges in its torso spitting sparks and leaking Energon. Optimus Prime was already turning away as it fell.
The mouth of the canyon was obscured by smoke from engine-blaster impacts as well as a dust storm that roiled just beyond and set up swirls of dust inside the space nearer the ancient beacon. As the swirls reached the boundary, they slowed incredibly, keeping their shape even as their rotational velocity diminished so much that Optimus Prime practically could see each grain and mote.
The impact of a studded club rang down his shoulder and arm, jarring Optimus Prime back into the battle. He looked over in time to lean back from a following sweep and got his ax up to parry as the bot hacked at him again. Optimus parried the blow down and pivoted on his heel, bringing his ax up and over into a downward stroke meant to sever both of the bot’s arms where they came together to hold the club. But he had missed ever so slightly and instead managed only to snap the club off and amputate part of the bot’s leading hand. It was already striking again, but the sudden loss of the club’s weight overbalanced it, and it flailed harmlessly with the truncated haft. Optimus Prime struck it with the butt of his ax squarely in the face, snapping its head back and sending it sprawling.
As it fell, he saw that the farthest of the four attackers had just gone down, hit repeatedly by Clocker’s untrained but fortunate salvos. Clocker was even then closing, still firing, the engine-blaster tearing away bits of the falling bot’s armor and blasting pieces of rock from the nearer canyon wall. “Clocker, power down!” Optimus Prime commanded. Clocker stopped firing, but it was too late for his target. Optimus could see the Spark going out of that bot as he and Clocker drew close enough to gauge the severity of its wounds.
That left only one. Optimus Prime turned back toward the beacon installation and saw the only surviving attacker getting slowly to its feet, looking at its mangled hand with confusion on its face. “This is over,” Optimus Prime said as he approached. “Who sent you?”
He thought he already knew the answer, but he wanted to hear this bot say it. Instead it looked him square in the face and charged, its good hand sprouting a vibroblade.
Optimus Prime shot it down before it could get within striking range. As it fell, a volley of engine-blaster fire burst against the wall behind it. The echoes of their fire died away, and the only sound for a long moment was the moaning of the wind in the canyon walls.
“Are you damaged?” he asked Clocker.
“A little,” Clocker answered. “Not bad. They—why did they do this, Prime?”
“I fear the rivalry between Ransack and Override is about to become something more than political,” Optimus Prime said. He considered options and then caught the nearest bot by the arm and started dragging it toward the boundary of the slow space around the beacon.
Clocker watched. “What are you doing?”
“I am burying these bots under your Velocitronian myths,” Optimus Prime answered. “When we are done, this never happened. Until someone else brings it up, and then we will know for certain who sent these bots.”
Clocker nodded and went to the mouth of the canyon to get the bot he had killed. Optimus Prime noted this choice. It said much about Clocker. He was taking care of his own business, and he also was the kind of bot who, when a task presented itself, addressed the most difficult part of it first. This was a quality Optimus Prime found admirable.
When it was done, they walked side by side out toward the flat part of the polar highland that would lead them back to the road.
“I am sad, Prime,” Clocker said. “When we were moving them … I knew one of those bots.”
“They made their choices and in making them left us none,” Optimus Prime said. “But I, too, am sad, for Velocitron.”
“Everything was fine until you came,” Clocker said miserably.
Optimus Prime did not take this as a personal comment. From Clocker’s perspective it was true. “Everything will be fine again,” he said.
“After our sun blows up and Megatron comes to enslave us all,” Clocker said.
“No,” Optimus Prime said. “We can at least fight Megatron. And your sun will not explode for quite a while yet.” That was, at least, the opinion of Perceptor and the other scientists aboard the Ark. Velocitron did not have long to live on a planetary scale, but there was plenty of time to settle things with the Decepticons and relocate the Velocitronians to a more stable home.
They walked in silence. Then Optimus Prime gave voice to something he had been wondering. “How did you make your voice sound so slow in there? You must have—”
“I made each syllable last cycles and cycles,” Clocker said. “And I made them really high-pitched. I had to push my vocoder, and it hurt, but that was the only way I thought I’d be able to get through.”
“Smart. That was very well done,” said Optimus Prime.
“That means a lot coming from you,” Clocker said.
The Velocitronian looked up to him, Optimus Prime could see that. He hoped it didn’t turn out badly. There were many Cybertronians who looked up to him, and many others who resented him, and many others who once had viewed him through a prism of idealism but now considered him no better a bot than any other. There were as many opinions about Optimus Prime as there were living Cybertronians. It was one of the more vexing burdens of leadership.
“Clocker,” Optimus said. “Why didn’t you come into the slow space?”
“Scared,” Clocker said, and looked away.
He was lying. “Clocker.”
“I didn’t know what you were doing in there and thought you might need time to finish,” Clocker said. “So I thought I’d hold them off while I could.”
“Brave,” Optimus Prime said. “But next time you had probably better interrupt me.”
“I didn’t come in even though I wanted to,” Clocker said. “Well, I didn’t want to, but also I did.”
“I understand,” Optimus Prime said.
“What did you find?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then why did the Matrix of Leadership want you to find it?”
“I don’t know that, either,” Optimus Prime said.
“Oh,” Clocker said. After what was for him a long pause, he said, “Let’s get back to Delta. I want to race.”




A qualifying race was on at the speedway when Optimus Prime and Clocker got back to Speed City. Clocker immediately roared off to see it—and get in on one of the last heats if he could—while Optimus Prime took the opportunity to check in with Silverbolt and Ratchet on the status of the Space Bridge.
According to those two able bots, progress was not all that bad. “If we’re not careful, we’re going to get this thing working,” Silverbolt said.
“Good news,” Optimus Prime said. “Don’t say any more until we’ve gathered the team.”
A short time later, the Autobot leadership gathered in a small repair bay off the main Delta hangar. Override had given them that space for their private consultations. In addition to Optimus Prime, Silverbolt, Jazz, Ratchet, and Bumblebee, Hound was there. Optimus had decided it was time to integrate him more fully into the command structure. Around them, the structure of the vast hangar creaked and clanged in the sandstorm that raged outside. One by-product of Velocitronian planetary engineering was that fierce windstorms roared around the flattened surface with little in the way of topological interference. That had the corollary effect of making some races as much a competition against the elements as against the other racers, which Velocitronians loved. A change in the weather could have dramatic consequences for who qualified to run the next Speedia, and if the Speedia itself was run during a storm … The history of Velocitron, Override had told him, was rife with incidents of leadership changing hands because of a freak windstorm and accidents on the track.
“This is a strange place,” Jazz said, speaking for all of them.
“Indeed it is,” Optimus Prime agreed, wondering when (and whether) he could safely tell the other Autobots about the ambush he and Clocker had survived at the pole. “But we came here for a reason.”
“Did we?” Silverbolt said. “I thought we came here because the Space Bridge blew up and we didn’t know where we were going in the first place.”
“We did, but I believe the Matrix was leading us here, anyway,” Optimus said. He showed them the worked piece of metal he had recovered from the ancient beacon near Velocitron’s south pole. “And I think this is why.”
Every bot present looked at the artifact. Optimus could sense the power in it and sense—through the Matrix, he felt sure—its incomplete nature. He did not know if they could also detect that, but some time passed in silence before Bumblebee tried to say something. His vocoder emitted a series of grinding noises.
“I think what he’s trying to say is, ‘What is it?’ ” offered Ratchet, who had become something of an expert on Bumblebee’s attempts at speech.
That was a good question. Optimus Prime had spent much of the previous orbital cycle considering it, when he wasn’t considering how to address the ambush and what he believed it meant. “I believe it’s a piece of the Star Saber,” he said, letting his intuition speak. It made sense. The Star Saber existed in pieces, scattered in the aftermath of the war among the Thirteen. In such desperate times as these, a legendary weapon might well turn the tide against the Decepticons, and the Matrix might well be guiding him to discover it.
Uncertainties piled on uncertainties, yet Optimus Prime thought this was the explanation that best fit the available facts. “And if I’m right,” he went on, “the Matrix has guided us here to find it. We may know more about the nature of our quest because we have come here.”
“The Star Saber,” Silverbolt repeated. “I’ve heard stories about it.”
“We’ve all heard stories about it,” Hound said.
“Just like all the stories we heard about the Thirteen,” Ratchet said. “Myths.”
“The stories about the Thirteen aren’t all myths,” Optimus Prime said. “And neither are all the stories about the Star Saber.”
“So which ones are true?” Jazz asked. “Did the Matrix tell you that?”
Optimus Prime shook his head. “The Matrix has its own way of doing things. But if it led me to this, then it is important that we find the other pieces. The Star Saber was one of the great weapons created by Solus Prime, the artificer of the Thirteen.” Optimus heard himself quoting Alpha Trion and was proud. He had learned much from the old archivist. “There are so many myths about it by now that no bot knows the entire truth. Some say that it was created out of three bots and wielded itself. Others say that it was built and then integrated into the chassis of one of the Thirteen. Still other stories hold that Solus forged it from the core of a star, using that star’s own heat as her furnace. It has been lost since the Thirteen fell out into feuding and violence.”
The implication was clear to them all. If this was in fact a piece of the Star Saber, they had confirmed the real historical existence of the Thirteen. For Optimus Prime this was not an enormous surprise, as he had long suspected that Alpha Trion was one of the Thirteen and had gotten used to the idea over time. But for the other Autobots it was a wrenching moment, the discovery that an empirical truth lay behind the stories they had told as if they were parables.
He laid the fragment on the table and noticed as he did so that a line of symbols was inscribed along nearly its entire length. Alpha Trion would be able to read them, but Optimus Prime could not. “I believe this is part of it. And as I said, I believe that the Matrix is leading us to the rest.”
“How many parts are there?” Jazz asked.
“I do not know,” Optimus Prime said.
“Not a lot to go on here, Prime,” Jazz said. “You found a piece of metal with something inscribed on it. How do you get from there to it being part of the Star Saber? The actual Star Saber made by the actual Solus Prime? These are myths.”
“The Matrix led me to it, Jazz. I don’t think the Matrix would lead us astray.”
Jazz shook his head. “Me neither. But like you said, the Matrix has its own way of doing things. I wouldn’t be so quick to think that you know exactly what it’s saying.”
This was a good point. Optimus knew it, and he could see from the nods around the table that the other Autobot leaders knew it, too. “True,” he said. “But in the absence of concrete information, we have to navigate by guesswork.”
“Give me concrete information any time,” Silverbolt said. “Coordinates, speed, and position and bearing.”
“Tell it to the Matrix,” Jazz said. There was laughter around the table, and Optimus laughed, too. These are good bots, he thought. Good comrades. We will be victorious in the end.
Before he could develop that sentiment further, he realized that they had a visitor, arriving so quickly and slamming to such a violent halt that it could only be Blurr. “I won again no sweat but you know I always win except when something’s wrong with the track but that’s not why I’m here Override wanted me to—” He stopped and cocked his head, looking at the piece of metal on the table.
“Oh, hey,” Blurr said. “I’ve seen something like that.” And he vanished.
“What?” Optimus Prime said, but it was too late.
“Did he just say he’d seen something like that?” Jazz asked.
Silverbolt was nodding. “That’s what I heard.”
A screech of tires from outside told them that Blurr was back, and a bare cycle later he was among them again, carrying the trophy Override had awarded him at the finish of the last Speedia.
“Uh oh,” Jazz said.
Optimus Prime didn’t know what Jazz was worried about until Blurr set the trophy on the table next to the metal artifact from the beacon installation and said, “Look there.” Then, before any of the Autobots had a chance to look where he was pointing, he snapped the top from the trophy and with another sharp crack broke off one of the pillars that had supported the top. Inside the cage formed by the four—now three—pillars was a gleam that filled Optimus Prime with an uneasy combination of anticipation and joint-deep misgiving.
“Did you seriously just tear apart the Speedia trophy?” Jazz asked, rhetorically and incredulously.
“I keep winning it. It’s mine,” Blurr said. “I mean, who’s going to take it away from me? Look.”
He reached into the trophy’s center and produced a sliver of metal approximately the same size as the one Optimus Prime had found in the dead bot’s hand. It was pointed at one end and seemingly had been snapped off with some torque at the other. The torqued end had a small hooked protrusion.
“This is going to be trouble,” Ratchet said. “Put it back.”
“I can put it back no problem,” Blurr said.
“Blurr, how can you do this?” Jazz still looked overloaded. “This is the—”
“Hey, if the sun’s going to explode, who needs a trophy?” Blurr said.
Blurr held the metal object out to Optimus Prime, who hesitated, still not quite able to believe what he had just seen. “Here. You have it. I don’t really want it, trophies make me feel weird like I have to have them to prove something that I already know and every other bot already knows, and the thing is when you have something you don’t really want is that you have to get rid of it or it makes you feel bad and then you get frustrated because it used to make you feel good, which is why you wanted it in the first place and knowing that makes you feel even worse—”
“Thank you, Blurr.” Optimus Prime took the piece of metal and looked at it as Blurr kept talking, the pace of his words accelerating until none of them could tell what he was saying. Of course, by then none of them really cared what he was saying anymore. With Blurr, meaning usually occurred in the first five seconds of speech.
“You better be careful,” Blurr said. “Nobody on Velocitron is going to like it that you wrecked the trophy.”
“Wait,” Jazz protested. “You wrecked it. You brought it to us.”
“No way. I have my reputation. I did it, sure. I mean, I don’t care, I know who’s fastest and I don’t need to prove it but there’s a lot of bots around here who take that trophy pretty seriously and if they know you just came in here and broke it that’s going to rev them up pretty good if you know what I mean, but they’d be a lot more revved up if they thought I did it. So take it, use it, but keep me out of it okay?”
It took them some time to piece together this storm of words. “I was about to applaud your courage,” Optimus Prime said, “but then you demonstrated that it has its limits.”
“I think I have a solution,” Prowl said, surprising everyone present. It was usually more in Prowl’s nature to observe problems than to suggest solutions.
“Let’s hear it,” Jazz said.
“I’m going to need to bring in another Velocitronian,” Prowl said. “Optimus Prime, do you object?”
Optimus Prime looked at Prowl and saw that he was absolutely confident of whichever Velocitronian he was talking about. “If you are certain, yes,” he said. He was willing to trust Prowl’s judgment, but he also had a sense that breaking the trophy was going to be the least of their problems on Velocitron, especially since certain elements on the planet already had tried to kill him and Clocker, who, Optimus Prime reflected, was going to need to be very careful. He decided to set someone to keep watch over Clocker until they could maneuver the threat out into the open and force Velocitronians to take sides.
Prowl nodded and left the meeting.
Optimus Prime put the two pieces next to each other, arranging them this way and that. Whenever they touched, a shock—not electric but somehow energized—leaped from both of them. He felt it first in his head as a momentary intensification of his senses. What were these things? he thought, starting to feel a bit unsure about his own theory regarding the Star Saber. “Blurr, do you know how long this has been part of the Speedia trophy?” he asked.
From the torrent of Blurr’s answer, Optimus Prime deduced that the Speedia trophy had existed in its current form as long as the Speedia itself had been contested, which was as long as anyone on Velocitron could remember, and that as far as Velocitronians were concerned, they had brought the trophy with them on their initial emigration from Cybertron, which was so long ago that the real story didn’t matter because any story that lives long enough for everyone to believe it became the truth more or less and there was no real point in making everyone uncomfortable by trying to change their minds about things that they had been believing forever …
At which point Optimus Prime became uncomfortably aware that Blurr was talking about the Speedia and the trophy in much the same way that some Cybertronians were inclined to think about the Thirteen. That was the problem with being around Blurr. He even sped up and scrambled the thoughts of the bots around him. It was difficult to keep what he said separate from the regular tumult inside Optimus Prime’s head, where so many competing imperatives and interests grappled for his attention and focus.
The two fragments created a powerful resonance, that was certain. And Optimus Prime was equally certain that they were part of an as yet incomplete set. How many other fragments were there? How would he know when he had them all? Without any way to answer those questions, Optimus Prime focused on immediate priorities. He had two of them. There were more, or at least that was his instinct.
And something had led Blurr to bring him the second piece. He had not just shown up there, forgetting some errand from Override. He had been guided there by a force that had yet to reveal itself.
Careful, Optimus Prime said to himself. Don’t go
looking for meaning in everything. Sometimes things just happen.
Yet he could not shake the impulse to reconstruct the story. The Star Saber pieces must, after all, have been scattered from a single location. What if that location had been Velocitron and two of them had never made it off-planet? Or what if the scattering had originated at a location where the only available Space Bridge led to Velocitron and something had waylaid the carriers of the pieces before they could go on? Other possibilities also presented themselves. The loss of the two pieces could have happened millions of cycles apart … or could all of the pieces be present on Velocitron, unknowingly regathered over the course of time and waiting for Optimus Prime to arrive and put them back together at this moment of dire necessity?
Too many questions, not enough answers. Optimus Prime had the vexing problem of not knowing what he did not know.
He decided he would ask Override why she had sent Blurr. That would be the prudent thing to do before he started to get invested in mystical interpretations of perfectly ordinary coincidences.
Also, he had some other questions for Override, having to do with recent events that had taken place near Velocitron’s south pole. “Blurr,” Optimus Prime said. “Do me a favor and let Override know I need to speak to her.”
“Sure will, I’ll do it right now on my way to the track long as it doesn’t take too long, all that talking gets in the way of racing, gotta go for another heat, keep the piece of metal, hey, same with the trophy, it’s just weighing me down.” Blurr collapsed back into his alt-form and revved out of the hangar.
The Autobots stood looking at the two pieces of what was surely an artifact of the Thirteen. The Star Saber. Optimus Prime was more and more certain of it. He also was becoming more and more certain that they would have to leave Velocitron very soon. If the attempted assassination was not convincing enough, Blurr’s destruction of the Speedia trophy—and his surprising willingness to let them take the blame for it—cemented the matter. Blurr had his reasons, no doubt. Or perhaps he was exactly what he said he was, a racer so focused that he could dispose of such a unique symbol without a second thought. Either way there would be consequences. Optimus Prime was not looking forward to the imminent conversation with Override, and he could only imagine what his next interaction with Ransack might be like.
“Man,” Jazz said. “Wears me out just listening to him.”
“Me, too,” said Optimus Prime. “But he told us a couple of things we badly needed to know. Our way forward is clearer now.”
“To you, maybe,” Jazz said. He was about to go on, but Prowl returned with a Velocitronian Optimus Prime thought he had seen before, low-slung and square, his demeanor all business.
“Armco,” Prowl said by way of introduction. “An engineer on the track, and he knows how to keep his mouth shut.”
So now we’re going to build a fake Speedia trophy? Optimus Prime almost laughed, so brazen was this idea, but maybe it was the best thing to do. After all, the story of the trophy was the important thing …
The thought had barely formed itself in his mind when the dull crump of an explosion shook the earth below their feet. “What was that?” Ratchet said. He was already in motion, his medic’s training moving him reflexively in the direction of the sound in anticipation that his services would be required. Optimus Prime was moving, too, following Ratchet at a run to the edge of the vast staging area between the hangar and the speedway, where the sounds of a qualifying heat still competed with the howling wind. Through the swirls of sand, Optimus saw the chilling sight of smoke and flame billowing in a stream from the stern of the Ark, where it had come down at the edge of the staging ground.
“Get that fire out!” he commanded. Already he saw other Autobots running around the Ark. An alarm sounded from the hangar, and automated firefighting equipment deployed, semisentient first responders with just enough initiative to detect the kind of fire they were fighting and tailor their approach accordingly. Streams of retardant powder blasted from their nozzles, also covering the closest Autobots, who immediately had dropped everything they were doing to save the Ark.
Whether they had been successful, Optimus Prime could not tell. Things looked bad.
From the speedway, a stream of curious Velocitronians poured in the direction of the Ark. Optimus Prime could still hear a race going on, and he found a brief moment to be surprised that anything could tear a Velocitronian away from the spectacle of a race. But some of the locals pitched in, helping to put out the fire and assist the Autobots damaged by the explosion. There were two, neither seriously impaired; between Ratchet and the race, medics were always on standby, and both injured bots soon were taken care of and on their feet again. Not long after that, the fire was out and Optimus Prime could send Silverbolt in to assess the damage.
A number of possibilities tumbled through his mind. The Ark was an ancient machine, lost for millions of orbital cycles in the thickets of Cybertronian lore and uncovered only thanks to Alpha Trion’s research during the escalation of the war with the Decepticons. The Autobots had jump-started it out of the wall of the Well of the AllSpark at the last moment without time to run more than cursory checks and diagnostics. Then it had suffered the tremendous stress of traversing a collapsing Space Bridge after weathering the attacks of pursuing Decepticon forces on their takeoff from Cybertron. Possibly something had just worn out, catastrophically failed. Or one of the maintenance bots could have had an accident with a volatile compound; the explosion looked to have taken place near the Ark’s thrusters and fuel reservoir, though Optimus couldn’t be certain of that through the slashing sand and wind. He stayed back, out of the way, waiting for his subordinates to report and hoping against all hope that his worst fears would not be confirmed.
But when Silverbolt approached him to report, it was bad news indeed that he brought. “Hate to tell you this, Prime, but someone planted a bomb on the Ark’s hull. The fuel reservoir is blown wide open, and there’s damage to the fuel delivery systems and one of the thrusters. That’s the bad news.”
“There is good news?” Optimus asked over the shriek of the wind.
“Not all of the charge detonated,” Silverbolt said. “If it had, the Ark wouldn’t have survived. As it is …” His voice trailed off.
“As it is?” Optimus Prime prompted.
“The damage is localized but pretty bad. The only reason the fuel didn’t explode is that the damping chemicals didn’t have time to evaporate.” The Ark’s fuel was highly efficient but also highly unstable. To enable safe handling and storage, it was mixed with damping compounds that were filtered out as the Energon, which fueled the ship, was delivered to the engines. Those compounds had performed their function, keeping the fuel from accelerating and intensifying the explosion and fire.
“We’ll take whatever good news we can get,” Optimus Prime said. “Silverbolt, take Mainspring and do a complete workup on the Ark. Find out what we need to get it spaceworthy again.” Silverbolt called out to the Velocitronian pit chief, who already was braving the wreckage to look over the extent of the damage. The two of them met near the Ark’s midsection and started planning, Mainspring pointing out areas on the Ark where secondary damage was either apparent or suspected.
“Optimus Prime. What has happened here?”
Optimus turned to see Override approaching from the direction of the speedway.
“It appears that someone has tried to destroy the Ark,” he said. He was on the brink of accusing Ransack in front of every Velocitronian close enough to hear, but he restrained himself. In the unsettled circumstances such an accusation might well provoke something like a civil war. Optimus Prime had seen enough of civil war. He would hold this particular truth to himself a little longer, and he would have to make sure Clocker did the same, since Clocker had been there for the ambush at the south polar beacon. If the excitable Velocitronian started spreading his story, the consequences could quickly spiral out of control.
What Optimus Prime really wanted to do was kill Ransack and root out all of his followers who had begun this campaign of sabotage and ambush. That was what Megatron would do.
It would work after a fashion. Velocitron would be pacified. But pacification was not the Autobot way and not the way a Prime should proceed. Control was crucial. Optimus Prime held himself back and waited for the initial assessments to come in. Override would declare for the Autobots—of that Optimus Prime had no doubt—but it would be best to allow her to come to that decision herself.
Blurr came racing out of the crowd to report to Override that no Velocitronians had been hurt and collateral damage to race facilities was minimal. The storm had begun to lessen, and automated maintenance drones were sweeping sand from the staging area and the hangar bay entrances. “Thank you, Blurr,” she said. “You raced well today.”
“I sure did!” Blurr agreed before racing off again on some unspecified errand.
The crowd of gawking Velocitronians had grown larger now that the qualifying races inside the speedway seemed to be over. Optimus Prime was struck by the way great groups of them seemed to materialize at any event of even passing interest. A paradoxical side effect of their manic devotion to speed was that any nonracing event drew attention far out of proportion to its actual importance, although it was hard for Optimus Prime at the moment to envision something much more important than the health and function of the Ark. The entire quest, along with the survival of the Autobots, could well be at stake. He felt exposed and wished that his conversation with Override could take place in less public surroundings.
Luckily, she had other things on her mind. “Who did this?” Override asked.
He had a feeling she knew. She must know. Who else would have an interest in crippling the Ark? What Override wanted, Optimus Prime realized, was exactly what he was not yet ready to give her: a direct accusation that would provide her with an excuse to purge Ransack from Velocitron’s leadership.
“I’ll find out,” he said, and went looking for Jazz, glad to postpone for the moment the request he knew he must make. “Tell me I’m wrong when I think that one of us is responsible for this,” he said to Jazz in the shadow of the damaged Ark, interrupting a close conversation between Jazz and Prowl.
“No can do,” Jazz said. “The Ark’s security routines don’t record any bot working on it but us, and the problem is, just about every bot who came here on the Ark has done some maintenance on it at some point.” He paused, working through something in his head, and then shrugged.
“Only thing I can figure is that we’ve got a ’Con on board,” Prowl said.
This was the last thing in the universe Optimus Prime had wanted to hear, but if Jazz was right about the Ark’s security protocols, it was also the undeniable truth of the situation. One of the Autobots—someone who had fought and suffered alongside Optimus Prime and dared to make the perilous exodus from Cybertron—was a traitor. Optimus felt a wave of anger so intense that he had to hold himself still to keep from lashing out and destroying something. The force of it blacked out his optics for a moment. When he had gotten control of himself again, he said, “Don’t answer this right now, but I want you to think about who it might be.”
“It might be me,” Jazz said. “I mean, it isn’t, but that’s the problem with having a traitor in your midst. It could be the person who notices that there’s a traitor in your midst.”
Nodding, Optimus Prime said, “I know. But it isn’t you. If I can’t trust you, Jazz, there’s not a bot in the galaxy I can trust. And if I’m wrong about that, then there’s no hope for any of us.”
“Don’t get sentimental on me, OP,” Jazz said.
But Optimus Prime had to get sentimental on someone, in Jazz’s phrase. He wished they were hoisting a can back at the Maccadam’s Old Oil House, but too much history had happened since then. “Just think about it,” he said.
“I will,” Jazz said. “But here’s something else for you to think about. I’m betting that the bomber used Velocitronian materials. It appears they didn’t work too well because part of the timing mechanism didn’t function properly. Local materials means local symapthizers. At least that’s how it looks to me.”
That was how it looked to Optimus Prime, too.
Silverbolt reported just as night fell, expressing some optimism that the Ark could be repaired if the Velocitronians would permit the use of some spare parts and, much more important, the chemical processing capacity to mix a new fuel supply, since much of the Energon in the tanks had bled out during the explosion and its aftermath. Optimus took this under advisement and was debating how to approach Override when Bumblebee came up with Ransack behind him. Bumblebee said something incomprehensible, and Optimus sent him off to Ratchet before greeting Ransack.
“My sympathies on your trouble,” Ransack said. Beyond him, a group of his closest followers idled in altform.
“Appreciated,” Optimus Prime said, electing courtesy even in the face of the disrespect Ransack had shown him by not bringing his followers out of alt-form; the implication was that Optimus had nothing to say to them or they to him. Ransack was deliberately aggrandizing himself in front of Optimus Prime. “It appears that we will be able to repair the damage.”
“With what? How much in the way of spare parts did you stockpile on your hurried exit from Cybertron?”
Ransack’s challenge wasn’t entirely unexpected, but his insolence was. Optimus considered a new angle on the sabotage. Could it be that Velocitronian elements had persuaded an Autobot to do it? Why? What would be gained by keeping the Autobots here, especially if Ransack was hostile to their presence, as he certainly was?
None of the potential answers to any of those questions were good. All of them led, one way or another, to Megatron.
“Ransack,” Optimus Prime said, “I thought you wanted us to leave.”
“Your departure is my second fondest desire,” Ransack said. “Well, no. Third. What I really want is for you to never have come here. But if you had to come here, I wish some other bot, stronger than you, would come along to get rid of the problems you brought us.”
Optimus Prime smashed Ransack square in the face with a punch that knocked the Velocitronian flat on his back and sent him skidding across the pavement and into a junked repair hoist. Even before he had come to rest, Ransack had snapped out a long double-barreled energy rifle. He exploded up out of the wreckage of the hoist and leveled the rifle at Optimus Prime as his retinue of bodyguards brought their weapons to bear, engines revving and capacitors humming with pent-up energy. At the same moment, the Autobots working on the Ark stopped what they were doing and leveled their weapons at Ransack’s followers. Optimus held out an arm, keeping them where they were and standing alone against the assembled Velocitronians.
“You’ve chosen the wrong side if you’re choosing against me,” Ransack growled.
“I choose the side of the AllSpark, and I choose to stand by my fellow Autobots.” Optimus Prime said. “Now stand down or we’ll settle this permanently.”
After a long moment, Ransack folded his rifle back into his arm and took a step back. His followers did the same, remaining in alt-form but hiding their weaponry. “You show your true colors,” Ransack said. “Do not be surprised when Velocitron shows you another truth. You say you search for peace, but the only true peace comes through tyranny.”
Those last words came as a shock that told Optimus Prime much about what was happening below the speed-obsessed surface of Velocitron. Ransack was daring Optimus Prime to start a war, right there and then. “Take your own advice,” Optimus said. “And do not presume to speak for Velocitron. Now go.”
They did. Optimus Prime stood by himself, considering what he had learned. If Ransack and his followers wanted the Autobots stuck on Velocitron, that must mean that someone on the planet knew or was at least reasonably certain that Megatron was coming. That in turn brought Optimus Prime back around to Prowl’s theory that there was a Decepticon spy on the Ark. Putting that together with the increasingly open conflict between Override and Ransack, what did he get?
Exactly what had happened.
Immediate threats having passed, the Autobots got back to work, except Jazz, who sauntered up and said with exaggerated flippancy, “Nice diplomacy there.”
“It was bound to happen,” Optimus Prime said. “Better to have enemies out in the open.”
“Wonder if Override is going to feel the same way,” Jazz said.
Optimus said, “That’s what I’m about to find out.”
He entered the hangar and approached Override just as Hightail was walking away from her.
“Before you say anything,” she said, “tell me about your ship.”
Optimus Prime watched Hightail long enough for Override to take notice. He knew Hightail was associated with Ransack and wanted Override to know that he knew it. She doubtless would be irritated that Optimus had lost his temper, but the time had come to reassert control. He was Prime and on a quest of enormous importance for all Cybertronians and their descendants on colony worlds known and unknown. No interference or factionalism could be tolerated.
“Before I tell you about my ship,” Optimus Prime said, “you should know that Hightail is not loyal to you.”
“I do know that. You may be surprised to discover that I do not need you to tell me where the loyalty of individual Velocitronians lies.”
Optimus Prime was taken aback by her directness. “Override, there is a civil war brewing here. If you already know this, I have to ask why you have not prepared.”
“What preparation did you make for the civil war on Cybertron, Optimus Prime? What would you have me do differently?” Override waved in the direction of the hangar’s front entrance. “Hightail and all of Ransack’s followers have been looking for an excuse. Your appearance has given them one. They believe that you could solve our problems but are choosing not to.”
“How do you know this?” he asked.
“If you want to talk about intelligence gathering,” Override said irritably, “talk to your Prowl. I ask you again: What do you think I should do about Ransack?”
Megatron, thought Optimus Prime, probably would have killed Ransack where he stood. But that was one of the many differences between him and Megatron. Every death Optimus Prime had ever caused still weighed on his conscience; Megatron had become so identified with killing that it was the only way he understood power. Communicating that difference would be critical to gathering support among Velocitronians … and whatever other lost colony populations the Autobots might encounter on their travels.
“I come to you asking a favor and knowing that it will be difficult for you to grant it,” he said, changing the subject as a signal to Override that he trusted her to understand what was at stake and take the correct action. It would do no good to assert the prerogatives of a Prime if that assertion left bad feeling among needed allies.
“You want materials and Energon for your ship,” Override said, cutting to the chase more quickly than Optimus Prime had expected. “I appreciate your manners, but the situation calls for candor. If it is Megatron’s pursuit you’re worried about, why not stay here and confront him?” she asked.
“I would not do to Velocitron what our war has done to Cybertron,” Optimus Prime said. “It is better for you that we leave.”
“Except to leave, you need us to supply materials and fuel.” Override looked angry, but Optimus didn’t think she was angry at him. She was the leader of a people pressed by shortages and increasingly divided by factions. He understood.
“We must go on,” Optimus Prime said. “I regret that we could not do more to help Velocitron. It was never my intention that we should be a burden.”
“Velocitron will get by a little longer,” Override said, shaking off her anger. “I would appreciate a trade link with at least one other planet, though, when you get the Space Bridge functioning again.”
Optimus Prime nodded. “Once the Space Bridge is open, it is yours to use. If I can send a message back along our route, of course I will, but you may want to be cautious in opening links with Cybertron at this time. In any event, recapturing the AllSpark must be our sole objective.”
“From the sound of it, this Megatron isn’t going to wait,” Override said.
“No,” Optimus agreed. “He will in all likelihood find this place, since we did. And I would not be surprised if his ideas have preceded him.”
Override was silent for some time. “How might this be?” she asked then, her tone of voice making clear that she knew and wanted Optimus Prime to say it out loud.
“It is possible that someone on board the Ark is not who he seems,” Optimus Prime said.
Anger again flared in Override’s face. “You disappoint all of Velocitron. You upstage the most important event of our calendar. Then, as you’re about to leave, you inform me that you might have a traitor in your midst who is spreading the ideas of your enemies among us.” Override shook her head and looked away from him. “Is there anything you haven’t told me?”
“Possibly,” Optimus Prime said. “Don’t be surprised if Ransack is listening to those ideas.”
“If he wasn’t before, he will be now.” Then Override surprised him by laughing. Optimus realized that he had underestimated her. She probably had been anticipating a confrontation with Ransack for a long time and saw his provocation as an expected next step naturally produced by a challenge to his ambitions. “Don’t worry. I’ve often wanted to take him down a peg myself, and I’m glad someone did,” she went on. “Ransack has been looking for an excuse to take Velocitron for himself. We all have known this for some time, and we have been quietly choosing sides. I believe that most Velocitronians will march with me. Ransack is simple. He wants power. He has no thought for the future or the consequences of his appetites.”
“I have heard that story before,” Optimus Prime said.
Override turned to him. Alt-formed bots thundered and roared by on one of the trunk routes leading in from the southern plain. “I will be ready for Ransack. And if need be, Velocitron will be ready for Megatron. Your quest is our quest. The AllSpark must come back to its point of origin. Know that Velocitron supports you, and I will give you what I can to assist you on your way.”
Optimus Prime nodded his thanks. “The first thing I need to do is find out who the traitor is.”
“How do you know there is one?”
“A turn of phrase Ransack used,” Optimus Prime said. “I doubt that any Velocitronian has ever advocated peace through tyranny.”
“ ‘Peace through tyranny,’ ” Override echoed. “This is Megatron’s slogan, then?”
“It’s what he believes. It wasn’t always, but this is what he has become. Be ready.”
“I will,” Override pledged. “You be alert—and resolute—as well, and we will see each other again.” She paused, then looked thoughtfully at Optimus Prime. “There is one other thing we must settle.”
“Which is …?”
“Two of my finest mechanics want to leave Velocitron and accompany you,” she said. “Mainspring and Clocker. I believe Clocker has spoken to you, but Mainspring may not have.”
“I know Clocker. Mainspring, too, and I have seen him work. They are both welcome if you will permit them to leave,” Optimus Prime said.
“It’s a free planet. Mainspring is a skilled engineer and will be of use to you, as much as I hate to lose him. If war is coming to Velocitron, all bots must rally to the cause of freedom.”
Somehow that felt like a challenge. “I will take them,” he said. “And I thank you for agreeing to their request. Velocitron will not be forgotten, Override. I promise you that.”
“If only we could be forgotten again,” Override said with a sigh that Optimus Prime recognized: the resignation of a leader who knows that the hard times to come cannot be avoided. “Every good bot is going to be missed around here if what you say about Megatron is true.”
Which, Optimus Prime knew, it was.
It took a number of solar cycles to complete the repairs to the Ark and finish replenishing the fuel reservoir. Silverbolt and Ratchet reported that the fixes to the reservoir were holding, but neither of them wanted to guarantee that it was permanently functional. “It’ll get us where we’re going if where we’re going isn’t too far,” was how Jazz put it. “But don’t be surprised if we have to do this all over again at the next planet we find.”
With that in mind, Optimus made final arrangements with Override to bring a precious few spare parts and discarded pieces of alloy. Once she had let go of her anger at the situation—and her frustration that the long-awaited visit from Cybertron had brought not restoration but the threat of war—she seemed to be fully committed to the Autobot cause. Optimus Prime wondered whether that was due to Ransack’s increasingly open questioning of her leadership. The Velocitronians were choosing sides.
Perhaps all bots would have to as Megatron pursued Optimus Prime across the stars. Perhaps a final peace would necessarily be prefaced by a final war that would spread across all the long-lost colony worlds. Optimus Prime hated this idea, but it had come to seem inevitable to him. He held the pieces of the Star Saber close to him as a token of his belief that the Matrix of Leadership would reveal to him what to do.
Once the repairs had been completed, all that remained was to gather the Autobots and board the Ark, with Clocker and Mainspring joining the Autobot contingent. Neither of them expressed much sentiment at leaving the only planet they had ever known, and that surprised Optimus. He was still grappling with a nagging sense that he had failed as Prime when he abandoned so many good bots to a war they could not hope to win. Luckily, Mainspring and Clocker had no such worries. They were embarking on a great adventure, to see things that no Velocitronian had ever seen.
They would be useful to the Autobot cause, with long experience making do in the circumstances of Velocitron’s resource-poor history. That would come in handy as the Ark traversed the uncertain course that awaited them. Optimus Prime was glad to have them. In addition, there was something about those two that made him think they were destined to be part of the quest. What exactly he wasn’t sure, but when he saw them together, he had an indefinable sense that they were part of something greater. As a rule, Optimus Prime mistrusted intuition, but living with the Matrix of Leadership embedded in his frame had begun to teach him that there were times when a bot had to rely on feeling rather than fact. This conflict often troubled him, and he feared that it clouded his judgment at times. For now, he set it aside, trusting in the Matrix to reveal to him what he would need to know. Preparations for the Ark’s departure must absorb all of his attention.
The Autobots’ farewell to Velocitron took place, of course, at the entrance to the great hangar near Delta’s racetrack. This was the ceremonial center of Velocitronian culture, and here a great gathering of bots collected to see off the visitors. Optimus Prime looked them over, feeling both pride at their resilience and foreboding at the possibility that Decepticon ideas had accompanied the Autobots here and would proliferate in their absence.
That there was a traitor on board the Ark could not be denied. Optimus Prime dreaded the process of rooting that traitor out. Someone had betrayed the Autobot trust, and to discover who, Optimus was going to have to question his trust in everyone aboard the Ark, no matter what he had said to Jazz.
At the time of their departure, the Ark stood surrounded by Velocitronians who had come to see the show. The planet’s roads were miraculously free of traffic. “We got here and nobody noticed,” Hound commented. “Now everyone shows up to watch us leave.”
“I can’t decide whether that means they’re happy to see us go or not,” Ratchet said.
Optimus Prime ordered final boarding onto the Ark. “Doesn’t matter,” he said as the Autobots made their way onto the ship. “They have seen us, and they will know the truth.”
One shall stand, one shall fall, he thought. That is the truth.
His last obligation before departure was a final meeting with Override, who waited at the head of a delegation of Velocitron’s leading bots. Behind her, Ransack remained silent. He had not yet progressed to open rebellion, but Optimus Prime was certain he would. At least Override would see it coming as well. At Ransack’s side stood Backfire. The two were whispering quietly to each other, and Optimus Prime had a feeling that their close confidence was a bad omen for the future of Velocitron. It pained him to think that he had brought war to Velocitron in the act of escaping from it on Cybertron. Override was a capable leader and would need all of her resources to keep Velocitron from descending into the same kind of chaos that had engulfed Cybertron.
I will recover the AllSpark, thought Optimus Prime. Then I will retrace my steps across the galaxy and sow peace on my return wherever our initial exodus has inadvertently fomented division and war.
“Be well, Cybertronians,” Override said.
“Velocitron has been a most welcome way station,” Optimus Prime said loudly enough for all the assembled bots to hear. “Your support of the Autobot cause will be long remembered, and your generosity in time of scarcity will not be forgotten. We will return to Velocitron, and we will bring the strength and prosperity of a restored Cybertron. Do not lose faith in what is right.”
“Prime,” Jazz cut in.
Optimus Prime looked first at Jazz and then in the direction Jazz was pointing. Ransack stood—weapons out—at the head of a mob, all armed and all holding in formation, clearly awaiting his orders. “Override,” he said.
“I know,” she answered without looking in Ransack’s direction.
“I hate to break up this sentimental farewell,” Ransack called, “but I would be remiss if I did not take this opportunity to inform the illustrious Optimus Prime that Velocitron belongs to me now! I claim it, and I say to the Autobots: Leave now or we will finish what Megatron so elegantly began!”
So, thought Optimus Prime. That was the plan all along, for Ransack to bring things on Velocitron to a breaking point and then use the Autobots’ departure for his own ends. He would make the Autobots look like cowards for leaving at the point of open conflict and simultaneously aggrandize his own position.
Except Optimus Prime did not feel like going along with Ransack’s plan.
He strode away from Override across the expanse of ferrocrete between the Ark and the edge of the staging area nearest the hangar, where Ransack’s followers were arrayed.
“Optimus Prime,” Override said behind him. “All is under control.”
“I will make sure of it,” he said, and kept walking. Flanking him, he could sense his most battle-tested Autobots—Jazz, Bumblebee, and Bulkhead—coming with him.
“Ransack, Megatron’s ideas have corrupted you,” he said, squaring off with the Velocitronian as the assembled crowd shifted and redefined itself. In a moment two opposing formations appeared, and if Optimus Prime was any judge of numbers, the larger force belonged to Override.
Just barely.
But Optimus Prime thought he might tilt the odds a bit before he and the Autobots took their leave. He flipped out his ax and said, “Velocitron is not yours to claim.”
“Oh, is it yours, then?” Ransack mocked him, taking in all of his followers with a sweep of his rifle arm. “Override, did you hear that? Optimus Prime thinks Velocitron is his.”
“I heard nothing of the kind,” Override said. “All I hear is the ravings of a failed comedian.”
“You’ll think it’s funny when I’m using you for parts!” Ransack snarled, and fired.
The shot struck Override in the shoulder, ricocheting away from her armor into the sky as she spun around from the impact. Optimus Prime charged Ransack and belted him to the ground with a blow of his ax. For the moment, the assembled rank and file on both sides waited for orders from their respective commanders. One thing about a society that emphasized winning was that those who did not win were slow to take the initiative for themselves.
Ransack sprang up. Hightail came to his side. Optimus Prime and Bumblebee strode to meet them. Hightail leaped forward, fist cocked and blaster firing. Bumblebee chirped and whistled a challenge, dodging the first shot from the blaster and meeting Hightail’s wild punch with a straight right to the face. Hightail’s head snapped back, and he dropped to his knees. He got to his feet quickly, but Ransack held up a hand to stop him. “Hightail!”
“Lost your appetite for the fight now that it’s a fight?” Jazz taunted him.
Ransack laughed. “You were leaving, weren’t you? Override and I have much to discuss once you have boarded your Ark and run away again. Keep running. Megatron will love the chase.”
“He might not love it so much when he catches us,” Jazz said.
Override stepped between them. “Ransack, you’re picking a fight you can’t win.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ransack grated. “Whatever happens today, I can’t lose. This is not over. It won’t be over until Megatron arrives.”
“It will be sooner than that,” Override countered. “Optimus Prime, Velocitron bids you farewell. We will hold against this usurper, and we will hold against Megatron should he arrive on your trail. Go now and know that you have awakened us!”
A booming cheer arose from the assembled ranks of Velocitronians on Override’s side. Then came the tipping point, as from within Override’s formation came the scream of redlining engines. Several of her followers had assumed alt-form and were burning through tight circles, raising smoke that wafted over the opposing positions. Override cried out, “Bot-form!” But it was too late. This insult, born on the racetracks where winners revved mockery at their vanquished competition, goaded Ransack’s forces into fury. Knowing they had come too far to turn back, they charged, and the vast staging area between speedway and hangar exploded into a battlefield. At first the sides looked even, but then the hangar door rolled open with a sound like thunder, and reinforcements on Override’s side poured out into Ransack’s overcommitted flank. Optimus Prime and the Autobots found themselves spectators. The Velocitronians only wanted to fight one another.
“Prime,” Jazz said over the tumult. “We should get out of here while we can.”
“I do not like leaving a battle undecided,” Optimus Prime said.
“Oh, I think this one’s decided,” Jazz said. “Ransack came here looking to put on a show, and instead he got a real fight.”
Optimus Prime nodded. Jazz’s sense of the situation matched his own. Today the victory would belong to Override. Tomorrow, who knew? This has been a long time coming, Optimus Prime thought. We provided a catalyst, but the elements of the reaction were already in place when we arrived.
Quickly the battle focused on key areas: the hangar entrance, the main access road, and the gaping entrances into the speedway itself. Override’s bots were sealing off the exits, and Ransack led his followers in a charge against the defenders of the access road. The air was thick with energy fire, the squeal of engines, and the clang of weapons against armor.
From the heart of the battlefield Override raised one arm in a salute. “Go, Autobots! Velocitron will fight with you!”
Optimus Prime beat a passing rebel to the ground and then raised his ax in answer. “Autobots!” he cried. “Roll out!”
He boarded the Ark without looking back, although if the Space Bridge wasn’t working, he thought, it was going to be a short trip.
On the bridge, the command team already had settled into their roles and were most of the way through pre-departure checks.
“Everything looks good,” Silverbolt said. “Fuel reservoir’s holding together.”
“Easy bringing it up to speed,” Optimus Prime said. “Let’s not test those new welds just yet.”
“You sure we should be going, Prime?” Jazz asked. He was watching the battle.
“Is Override holding?”
“She’s more than holding. It’s going to be a rout. For now, anyway.”
Silverbolt, positioned at the command console, added, “I think Ransack played his hand too soon.”
So might we have, Optimus Prime thought. Much depended on whether the Space Bridge would work.
The powerful thrum of the Ark’s engines grew slowly louder, and the great ship lifted away from the surface. Below them, the battle was turning decisively in Override’s favor. Ransack’s followers were retreating through the only avenue available to them: into the speedway, where smoke already was billowing as fighting spilled onto the infield. Outside the speedway, the assembled bots fighting for Override waved and cheered, consolidating their position and capturing Ransack’s stragglers. The sound did not penetrate the Ark’s hull, but the sentiment did, and it gladdened Optimus Prime. There would be trouble here, but for now, Velocitron belonged with the Autobots.
For confirmation of this assessment Optimus Prime asked Prowl, who had spent most of his time on Velocitron gathering intelligence, “Will Override survive?”
“My guess is yes,” Prowl said. “Her position is stronger than his, and she has most of the planet’s fastest racers on her side. That will be important because of the way Velocitronians revere speed. It’s her war to lose.”
Optimus Prime nodded. There were no certainties. He did not like leaving a battle, but they could risk no further damage to the Ark.
He turned his attention to the crew members, who were watching from the side of the bridge. There was little for him to do until the time came to give the order to traverse the Space Bridge. The Autobots were calm and focused, in marked contrast to Clocker and Mainspring, who seemed to be experiencing space-travel for the first time. They marveled at the Ark’s size, its great age, the immense power implied by the scale of its thrusters. The fuel reservoir was holding together for the moment, and both Velocitronians took pride in knowing that the Autobot quest now rested in some small part on the work of Velocitronian mechanics.
Looking out the main viewport, Mainspring asked, “This is the first time any bot has used a Space Bridge in … how long?”
“Technically, we used a Space Bridge when we left Cybertron,” Silverbolt said.
“Then how long has it been since a bot used a Space Bridge that didn’t blow up?”
None of them knew. It struck them that perhaps no living bot knew the answer to that. Who would have thought to keep track at the time? Who would have known, on that last trip, that it would be the final journey along one of those great spans for uncounted millions of cycles?
“A long time,” Optimus Prime said. He considered the question, thinking back to the great wealth of Iacon’s Hall of Records. The shipping manifests and customs logs of Cybertron’s Space Bridges were all dated millions of cycles before the coming of the civil war. He could not remember the exact date, but the scholar within him suddenly wanted to dig into those records and see if that date could be recovered.
But it would be a long time before Optimus Prime could be a scholar again. Sometime in the distant future lay the moment when he could bequeath the mantle of Prime to a worthy successor. Until then, he would wear it with pride and resolve. And until then, his wish to bury himself in records and research would take a backseat to the overriding imperative to bring the AllSpark home and restore Cybertron to its long-lost state of peace and prosperity.
“We reset that clock now,” he said with finality. “Let’s go.”
“Here’s a question, though,” Jazz asked, unable to help himself: “Where does this Space Bridge go?”
“Now you ask,” Silverbolt said. “Little too late for that now.”
Jazz looked at Optimus and then at the Velocitronians who had decided to come along. “Does anyone know?”
Clocker shrugged. “Forgot. It’s been a long time since any ship came through. A real long time.”
“It’s true,” Mainspring said. “Nobody knows.”
“I asked Override about that, too,” Optimus Prime said. “She said there were once a number of Space Bridges here, but they broke them down for scrap over the eons. Apparently no one here knows where this Bridge leads.”
“Then let’s go,” Mainspring said.
“Yeah,” Ratchet added. “I didn’t fix this Bridge for nothing.”
He entered a command sequence into the Ark’s navigation system, and the two immense half circles of the Space Bridge’s containment field generator lit up with the vortex energy that created a teleportation gateway. The lights spread along the perimeter and met in the command structure that bridged the gap between them on the side facing away from Velocitron—“up” from a ground perspective. Slowly, for the first time in uncounted cycles, the Space Bridge at Velocitron came to life.
“Looks good from here,” Ratchet said from the command console.
“Hope this one doesn’t blow up, too,” Jazz muttered as if he hadn’t heard.
“It won’t,” Optimus Prime said.
The Ark nosed forward onto the Bridge, and the Autobots felt space heave and rumble around them. The displacement energy at the edge of the vortex manifested as a thrum almost too deep to hear, a counterpoint to the Ark’s engine noise, created from the subatomic materials of space-time itself. The vibrations intensified as the Ark entered the field, and it shook hard enough that bots on the bridge reached for something to hold on to.
“Are we sure about this?” Jazz asked.
There was no time to answer. Fully within the vortex, the Ark vanished from Velocitron. Behind it, the Space Bridge went dark once more. Below, in the aftermath of the first battle between Override and the grasping Ransack, Velocitron went back to normal.
For the moment.




It wasn’t until they had gone through the Space Bridge and come out the other side that Optimus Prime and the other Autobots realized how nervous they had been about the attempt. The vista of space beyond the Ark’s bridge windows was unexpected, Optimus thought. In a way, he had never expected to see it because he had not expected the Space Bridge to work.
“Congratulations, Bridge Team,” he said quietly as everyone on the Ark’s bridge grappled with their own surprise. “You got it working.”
“I guess we did.” Ratchet looked at the stars. “But I’m not sure where it took us. There’s another Space Bridge here, sure enough, but according to its records, it hasn’t been used … hm. Its records don’t go back that far.”
“But it’s sending out a coherent signal?”
“It sure is,” Ratchet said.
Optimus Prime realized that this meant the galaxy could be full of working Space Bridges that had been cut off by the collapse of the bridges nearest Cybertron. He couldn’t help thinking yet again how little any Cybertronian knew about the vastness of the galaxy and what it contained. The thought of working Space Bridges, waiting millions and millions of cycles for traffic to use them, gave him a feeling he couldn’t describe.
He ignored it. “Silverbolt. Where are we?”
“Not sure yet,” Silverbolt said. “I’m running the Ark’s star map and updating it to include the mapping Hound did on Velocitron. That should give us current stellar positions, and then we can do a reverse parallax to get our position.”
“Position is good,” Optimus Prime said. “Knowing why there’s a Space Bridge here would be better. Who built it?”
“Bots,” Jazz said.
“I would never have guessed,” Ratchet said.
Optimus let the team joke around, but he couldn’t share the humor. Not right then. Where were they? He watched the Ark’s displays and listened to the banter on the bridge, trying to make sense of it all. Just as Optimus Prime was coming to the conclusion that the original reason for this Space Bridge had long since been destroyed, the Ark’s sensors locked on a planet. Not a big planet, which had made it hard to find, and not a rocky planet, which had put it outside the normal search parameters.
This, apparently, was a planet made—mostly—of metal and plastic.
It had no tectonic activity, no magnetic field of its own, no visible star to have created it … What was it? How had it come to exist? When had it been important enough to warrant the construction and maintenance of a Space Bridge?
“I’ve heard stories about this place, but I never thought it was real,” Jazz said.
Optimus was surprised. It wasn’t often that Jazz knew stories that Optimus had not seen during his years in the archives at Iacon. “You have?”
Jazz nodded. “Junkion, they call it. Back when all of the Space Bridges still worked, this was a dumping ground. Eventually all of the junk collapsed together and became a planetoid.”
Optimus Prime had seen references to Junkion back when he was still Orion Pax. He also had read that some Cybertronians, scavengers, and outlaws had gone there to pick over the jetsam and never returned. Other stories held that Junkion had its origins as a dumping ground for the carcasses of interstellar ships attacked and stripped by pirates, the planet eventually accreting as those wrecks floated together and acquired gravity. Speculations from long before the collapse of the Space Bridges ran rampant. Were there permanent inhabitants? No one could know.
Until now.
“If this is Junkion, we might be in luck,” Ratchet said. “The Ark’s fuel reservoir is leaking and getting worse. Most of what we got from Override bled right back out. We can’t keep it full, and the way things are going, we’re going to lose the rest of its fuel soon. So if there are a thousand old shipwrecks here, maybe we can find another reservoir.”




Ultra Magnus has just been in to update me on recent developments. Partly his gruff resolve bolsters me and gives me reason to believe that the Autobot cause is not yet lost. Also, his reminders of Shockwave’s strength and depravity depress me and—though I would never say this to Ultra Magnus or any other warring Autobot—sometimes make me wonder if soon we will see the time approaching when it will be time to give up the fight.
But of course, no. Again, I write things down to purge them from my mind. The act of making the symbols with the Quill in the Covenant eases my anxieties.
We will prevail.
I have no words that can adequately express my admiration for Ultra Magnus and his leadership of the guerrilla resistance band that has come to call themselves the Wreckers. On their own, this indomitable group has harried the Decepticons from the moment of Optimus Prime’s departure. One can only speculate with horror at what the state of affairs here would be without their exploits. They have at various times destroyed Shockwave’s laboratories, fought off Decepticon raiding parties that could have choked off crucial supplies of Energon to Iacon, undertaken daring missions to disrupt enemy communications networks … to go on
would be to elaborate needlessly. The Wreckers have been magnificent. It is perhaps not an overstatement to suggest that the war would be over without them.
Ultra Magnus arrived here with Springer, as always, at his side. No Autobot has ever had a more trustworthy and valiant lieutenant. With them was Wheeljack, and the presence of this renegade scientist and reckless experimenter at first puzzled me. He has provided gadgets and prototype weaponry to various members of the Autobot resistance, but he is a scientist before he is an Autobot, and I fear his loyalties are not to be taken for granted. Even so, there he stood in my study.
And with him, a proposition I could not stop thinking about.
Was it possible to do it? Could the transporting mechanism of the Space Bridge be re-created on a smaller scale? Was it possible to read the signature of the residual energies from the destroyed Space Bridge that catapulted the Ark and the Nemesis away from Cybertron and use that information to determine their location? It seemed a fantasy. Yet Wheeljack is brilliant.
There is only one way to find out for certain whether he can do it. That is, of course, to try. And that attempt will require a volunteer. We can scarcely spare any able-bodied bot in these desperate times, but it would be a great boon for those left behind to know that Optimus Prime survives and continues his quest. Of late I have been preoccupied with thoughts—some might call them fancies—regarding the return of Optimus Prime. I find myself thinking of the great works of Solus Prime—now why, after all this time, should that be?
The Star Saber.
The Chimera Stone.
The Apex Armor.
The Requiem Blaster.
There are times when I imagine Optimus Prime bearing
the fruits of his quest—the AllSpark and all the mighty weapons of the Thirteen—back to Cybertron. I must resist such fantasies, since it is far too easy for them to become enemies of the true state of things that my rational mind must encounter. I do the warriors such as Ultra Magnus no favors if I dream away the cycles over old books in the confines of my study.
Yet it is in my nature to do exactly that.
So I will make of my nature something useful. This is what both Optimus Prime and Megatron have done, to diametrically opposite ends. It is something I can do as well.
Why do I keep thinking of the Star Saber, of the Requiem Blaster, of the Infinite Combinatoric? All long lost, all artifacts of a time so far gone that to speak of it is to invent it anew for any listener.
Except, perhaps, to another of the Thirteen. But do any still exist? I wonder if there might be a way to find out.
There is a bot called Chaindrive. He has been a spirited defender of the Autobot cause and an able soldier in the field. There is something about him, some mark of greatness, that I cannot interpret but also cannot ignore. I would hate to lose him, but I have felt more and more lately as if he has been chosen by a force greater than myself for a mission. I must speak to him, though I know not—and the Covenant does not reveal—what it is I am to say.
The Star Saber … the Star Saber! Only Nexus Prime could have conceived of and executed his plan to hide it away. Recovering its shattered pieces from the aftermath of Liege Maximo’s defeat, he realized that the Fallen would try to put it back together and dominate the other members of the Thirteen—and the universe itself. Nexus Prime, that wild and chaotic magician of combinations and puzzles, shattered himself into an
equal number of pieces and spun his five components away to different parts of the universe, each with a piece of the Star Saber attached. Did he destroy himself?
I think not. I think that his consciousness abides, that when he is put back together, he will bring back into existence the Star Saber … and that this weapon, reassembled and wielded by a worthy bot, will be a powerful tool in the war against the darkness that threatens to consume us all.




Imagine the ruins of a long-lost civilization.
Strafe and bomb and invade and mine and destroy it for maybe a thousand orbital cycles without pause.
Layer over the top of this a stratum of shipwrecks and random interstellar flotsam.
Envision, through these ruins, a hardy group of bots, keeping themselves alive by raising the art of scavenging to unheard-of heights.
That, thought Optimus Prime, might begin to come close to explaining the experience of Junkion. He had never seen anything remotely like it, not even in the middle of the most hellish battles of the civil war, when the Cybertronian sky rained ordnance and the great cities had been hammered and melted and exploded and churned into so much cooling slag. Even there, some bots had managed to survive, and it was the same here. Optimus Prime could only marvel through his revulsion. How did they do it?
The Autobots put the Ark in a parking orbit over what appeared to be some kind of population center at a point on the planetoid’s surface that was indistinguishable from any other point on that surface save for the larger concentration of Spark signals that the Ark’s sensors identified there.
“We will need a landing team,” Optimus Prime said.
The Autobots were not enthusiastic. Junkion—if Junkion this was—had none of the attractions of Velocitron, which in the end had the allure of being the first planet any of them had ever seen save Cybertron. But Junkion? An accreted interstellar rubbish pile?
“Please, Prime,” Jazz said. “Make me do some kind of maintenance instead.”
That was how most of the other Autobots felt, too.
“I need a team,” he said. “Hound, Ratchet, Ironhide. You’re on.”
“Right here, Prime,” Hound said. The excitement on his face made Optimus Prime a little sad. This was a bot who needed action, a true believer. Optimus Prime hoped that more experience of real war didn’t kill that optimism and fire. He knew he had made more of a statement than he’d intended by picking the second team to go first. Jazz, Silverbolt, and Bumblebee might be angry about it.
“Demoted, Prime? Is that it?” Jazz said.
“Second-guessing will not accomplish the mission,” Optimus Prime said.
He was feeling strong and focused after the successful transit of the Space Bridge and the final events on Velocitron. Override would be a strong ally, and their trip to Velocitron had gained them two fragments of an artifact he felt must be the Star Saber. The Matrix had guided them there, and if they had left behind a civil war, they also had left behind clarity. Optimus Prime trusted Prowl’s take on the Velocitron situation and believed that Override had the courage to put down Ransack’s power grab. No bot could afford to be neutral in such times as these. Intuition, thought Optimus Prime. He was learning to value it and live in the uncertainty that was a necessary part of it.
“Seems like we could use a little more second-guessing,” Jazz said. “We ran out on Cybertron and didn’t know where we were going. Then we started a war on Velocitron and ran out again, and now we’re in orbit around a trash heap. Is this how we’re going to find the AllSpark?”
Optimus Prime faced his old friend and said, “We will not find it by bickering among ourselves and complaining about hardships we cannot avoid.”
In the background, Bumblebee whistled and beeped. Jazz, with what Optimus Prime thought might be a bit of gratitude for the opportunity to save face, whirled in Bumblebee’s direction and said, “Is that your best idea? Toot tweep burble? Good thing Prime here is calling the shots and not you.” He stomped off toward the door that led back into the Ark’s interior. “Let me know when the second landing team’s on call.”
The door slid shut behind him, and a tense silence hung over the bridge. It was one of Optimus Prime’s least favorite parts of being Prime, this occasional necessity of reminding these dedicated bots what was at stake. “Would anyone else like to register dissent?” he asked the room.
“Not me, Optimus Prime,” Hound said. “I stand ready.”
“I am sure all Autobots stand ready, Hound,” Optimus Prime said. “Even the ones who need to vent once in a while.”
He felt uneasy about dressing Jazz down as he had, but if they were to survive their quest, discipline was crucial and so was the chain of command. They were orbiting around Junkion, and Optimus Prime needed a landing team. He didn’t need bots to complain and malinger and ask to be assigned to maintenance duties instead. End of story.
“Let us go,” he said, and without further ceremony they went.
The closer they got to Junkion, the more intense the experience of it was. Optimus Prime remembered his trip to the subsurface levels of Iacon with Megatron long ago, before the war had destroyed their friendship. Junkion was like that, only more chaotic because it was not sport that happened here. These bots had stumbled across the planetoid or been abandoned or marooned or crashed here … yet it was a place of action and consequence, a place of necessity, a place of ingenuity and incredible invention.
Optimus Prime already found his opinions changing as he and the landing team hit the rugged, broken surface and he saw in every direction bots involved in the work of keeping themselves alive. He admired Junkion and its bots on the principle that they did what needed doing without pining for things to be different—or, if they did pine, they kept it to themselves.
Still, he didn’t want to spend any more time here than he had to. It was loud, the sensory by-products of all the reclamation endeavors were overwhelming … and he had no clear indication from the Matrix why it had sent the Autobots here or what it expected Optimus Prime to find or do.
He felt much better when he had a clear mission.
“Recon,” he said to the team. “Split up, see what you can learn, and report back in one megacycle. Clear?”
“Clear,” the three Autobots said in unison.
Optimus Prime named each bot in succession, indicating a direction as he did so. “Don’t start any conversations but don’t shy away from any, either,” he said as the team rolled out.
He spent the megacycle traversing the highlands of Junkion and oscillating between amazement, despair, and admiration for the determination and aplomb of the Junkions, stranded on this trash pile for so long that they had constructed a civilization of their own. Most of Junkion’s highlands were formed from the skeletal hulks of ancient starships. Smaller bits of junk drifted down into the valleys and formed smaller topographical features. Groups of Junkions dug through those valleys and excavated buried wrecks; according to Prowl’s preliminary intel assessment from orbit, each team focused on the recovery of a certain material. Elsewhere Optimus Prime could see the spark of arc welders and the glow of at least one blast furnace. What were they making? The answer, he imagined, was everything. Everything they needed.
He saw, below him in the direction he had sent Ironhide, a group of Junkions assembling some kind of machinery. It was small, less than half the size of the smallest bot in the group. They positioned it on a table made from a heavy sheet of polyresin still bearing the insignia of some long-forgotten interstellar corporation, fiddled with it some more, and suddenly it came to life! An image of a bot, very old in its configurations and coloration, appeared on the flat wall opposite the small machine.
A projector. The Junkions had put together, in the middle of all this wreckage, a video projector. Optimus Prime wondered how many vid-stories, in how many different formats from different ages and different worlds, had found their way here across the ages.
Farther away, he saw cranes and excavators dredging the scorched ruin of a space station’s hull from a shallow grave of more recent discards. The design was unmistakably Quintesson. How had all of this gotten here?
And, as always, the question was, Why had the Matrix led them here? Optimus Prime continued to have faith in the Matrix, but he was a rational being, a trained scholar and military commander. He needed reasons for things, and he did not have them. The megacycle was almost up. Optimus Prime made the turn to loop back along a sinuous ridge of slag punctuated here and there by screes of plastic and shattered glass. He met up with the other Autobots at the rendezvous point, in the shadow of the main ridge nearest the drop point from the Ark, and discovered the other bots waiting. None of them had seen anything to give them a firm idea of what their next action should be.
Optimus Prime went back to basics. The best thing to do, he reasoned, was to talk to whoever the Junkions had decided was their leader. “They do not appear to be reacting to our presence,” he said. “Let us approach them more directly.” He looked around, but all the Junkions who had been visible moments before were gone.
Uh oh, he thought.
Just as Optimus Prime was calling out a warning to the other Autobots, several soft thumps sounded from the ridge. Arcing out over the Autobot position, nets of braided steel cable spread and spun down, ensnaring Optimus Prime, Ratchet, and Ironhide. Hound barely avoided becoming fully entangled, but even he was tripped up by the edge of a net that briefly caught his legs. He went down and was getting up when a hidden Junkion pounced. They rolled away down into the deeper portions of the canyon. Other Junkions were emerging from their hiding places, approaching the three Autobots, who fought to get free of the nets but succeeded only in tightening them. Some kind of current—a damping effect—was running through the cables, and Optimus Prime fought to stay alert and focused.
Abruptly their struggles tipped all three of them and the nets off the edge of the path. They rolled and bounced down a steep slope, crashing to a halt in a flat area where their arrival froze a group of bots standing knee-deep in a tangle of scavenged wiring near a makeshift blast furnace in which old parts were being melted down and reforged into new parts. The net and the three Autobots had come to a tumbling halt just short of the area where the heat from the blast furnace was having a visible effect on the metallic detritus around it.
Junkions leaped and crawled down the canyon wall after them.
“Autobots,” Optimus Prime said over the roar of the furnace. “Fight if you must.”
Ironhide didn’t need to be told twice. He unloaded a volley of plasma rockets in the direction of a group of approaching Junkions, who vanished in the blinding explosion. The rubble and detritus of the blast collapsed part of the canyon wall over the path the Autobots had followed. Shouts echoed through the canyon as the other Junkions descended, wielding weapons of their own. Ironhide fired again, and another cluster of Junkions vanished in a splatter of molten wreckage.
Then all the Autobots spasmed and fell limp as a signal pulsed through the cables. To Optimus Prime it felt as if a small bomb had gone off in his head, separating his consciousness from his body. He struggled to move and found he could barely twitch his hands and legs. His mouth worked, but no sound came out. Junkions approached, putting their weapons away. One of them, apparently the leader, stood a little behind the rest, putting away a small machine Optimus Prime took to be the transmitter that had paralyzed them. Where was Hound? They needed him to get a message back to the Ark.
Slowly feeling began to return to Optimus Prime’s extremities. “Junkions,” he said too quietly to be heard. Ironhide and Ratchet lay silent. The closer Junkions readied a number of tools and at least one laser torch. Optimus Prime understood with a shock what was happening.
The Junkions were scavenging them.
He closed his eyes and called upon the Matrix for strength, called upon his memory of every Cybertronian who depended on him to survive, to seek out and find the AllSpark, to save Cybertron from the Decepticon menace. By sheer force of will he brought his body slowly back to him even while Ratchet screamed out as one of the Junkions cut into his leg.
“Heyo, take ’em apart and get the good stuff!” crowed the leader. “Junkions! Gotta make ’em junk to make ’em new!”
The torch cut deeper into Ratchet’s leg, through the armor and into the delicate activators in the joint at his knee. Optimus Prime gathered his strength and said, “Junkions! The Prime commands you to stop!”
As he spoke, the Matrix blazed forth from his torso, shorting out the pulse through the nets and sending a spasm through the Autobots. The pulse sent the Junkions reeling; they dropped their tools and scrambled back, their leader pounding away at the pulse transmitter without effect. Electronic noise screeched and warbled in Optimus Prime’s head, but he could move again. Inspired by the presence of the Matrix, he got one arm free through a gap in the tangle of netting and pointed directly at the leader. “You! Junkion leader!” he said. “We come on an errand from Cybertron. You must stand down and hear!”
The Junkion leader, a massive and blocky bot with armor patterned in orange and black, ornamental wiring all across his face and head, looked as if he had just heard a piece of trash recite poetry. “It speaks!” he roared. “Junkions, it ain’t spare parts yet!”
Coming closer, the leader looked closely at the brilliant symbol of the Matrix. “The story, almost spare parts!” he said, but Optimus Prime couldn’t understand what he meant.
“I think he wants you to explain the Matrix,” Ratchet said between a series of agonized grunts at the wound in his leg.
“I am Optimus Prime,” Optimus said. “I bear the Matrix of Leadership as an emblem of my responsibility to all bots. I lead the Autobots on a quest to recover the AllSpark, and we have come here over a Space Bridge from Velocitron.”
“Tell him to get these nets off,” Ironhide growled, “before I start shooting again.”
“Shooting!” the leader shouted. “Spare parts, don’t shoot or you’ll be junk!”
“Ease off, Ironhide,” Optimus Prime said. “Ratchet, are you functioning?”
“I can get myself fixed up if we can get out of these nets,” Ratchet said. He sounded a bit calmer. Optimus Prime glanced over at him and saw that he had gotten one arm close enough to his wound that he could begin to work on it with his internal repair kit. The Junkions watched this operation with interest—and, Optimus Prime thought, greed.
He looked back at the leader and asked, “Junkion leader, what is your name?”
“Wreck-Gar!” that enormous entity shouted. “Mighty smooth ride!”
“What?” Ironhide said. Optimus Prime just observed.
“Wreck-Gar! I lead the Junkions! Been a while since we saw others like yourself!”
“How long?” Optimus Prime asked.
“It’s not about the clocks, it’s about the feeling!” Wreck-Gar shouted. Evidently he only spoke at one volume regardless of his surroundings.
“So a long time,” Optimus Prime said.
“That’s for sure!” Wreck-Gar agreed.
Optimus Prime decided to start over. “I am Optimus Prime. These are Autobots. We have come from Cybertron by way of Velocitron, looking for two things.”
“What are they? Lots of things here, spare parts!”
“One, we’re looking for the AllSpark,” Optimus Prime said. “But we know it’s not here.”
“Sure isn’t!”
“Two, we’re looking for some reason why the Matrix of Leadership might have led us here.”
“The what?”
Optimus Prime gave up talking. A long conversation with Wreck-Gar would destroy his vocoder, and then he could sit around buzzing and clicking with Bumblebee while the rest of the Autobots took bets on what they were trying to say. He tapped his chest, and the Matrix gleamed again, its light all but eclipsing the thundering fire from the blast furnace. Every Junkion present stopped what it was doing to look.
“The Matrix of Leadership,” Optimus Prime said calmly, his voice suddenly carrying over the cacophony where before it had been lost. “I showed it to you before. It has led us here, and we have need of your help.”
“The Matrix of Leadership? Is that what that was?” Wreck-Gar yelled. “Only Prime can use that, spare parts!”
“I am Optimus Prime,” said Optimus. “Free us from these nets and let us speak someplace a little quieter than your blast furnace.”
“If you say so!” Wreck-Gar said, as quietly as he could. At a gesture from him, the other Junkions swarmed over the nets, loosening them and helping the Autobots get untangled.
“Where’s Hound?” Ratchet asked as he limped over to a place where he could sit down and get a good look at his leg.
One of the Junkions, watching his progress, said, “I can take that off for you, put it to use.”
“No, thanks,” Ratchet said. “I’ll fix it myself.”
The Junkion stomped away in search of something else to scavenge. Where was Hound?
“Wreck-Gar,” Optimus Prime said. “There was a fourth in our party. Have you seen him?”
“Spare parts all around!” Wreck-Gar said. “No telling!”
Optimus Prime very much hoped he didn’t mean that Hound had been taken apart for reuse. There were a number of ways to interpret most of what Wreck-Gar said. “Is he alive?” Optimus Prime asked.
“Don’t know! Haven’t seen him!” That was about as clear as Wreck-Gar could get, apparently. “You want to talk or stand around here?”
Optimus Prime gestured for Wreck-Gar to lead the way. The Junkion leader took off down the length of an ancient starship, Quintesson by the looks of the design. It had patches of discoloration that put Optimus Prime in mind of cosmic rust. Ratchet had supplies of corro-stop, but even so, the last thing the Autobots needed right then was a rust outbreak. He looked Wreck-Gar over more carefully as they picked their way down a slope of discarded molded-polymer cowlings and covers. The Junkion didn’t look sick. In fact he looked healthier than most of the Autobots.
“This is the quietest place I know!” Wreck-Gar thundered when he and the four Autobots had reached the bottom of the polymer slope and turned into a shallow cave created by the nose of the Quintesson wreck. “What are you doing here? Haven’t seen other bots in …”
Wreck-Gar thought for long enough that it became clear to the Autobots that he didn’t have any idea how long it had been since he had seen other bots. “A long time,” Optimus Prime finished for him.
Nodding, Wreck-Gar said, “Mighty long!” As he spoke, he was picking small bits of something out of the junk that drifted around their feet. Optimus Prime decided not to ask what it was, but just as he had made that decision, Ironhide said, “What are you looking for?”
Wreck-Gar held up tiny slivers and curlicues of some kind of clear filament. “Fiber optic!” he said. “Good stuff, lots of uses. Tell me about the Matrix of Leadership!”
“That was him,” Ironhide said, pointing at Optimus Prime.
“Oh!” Wreck-Gar pivoted with a grinding sound and faced Optimus Prime. “Tell me!”
“The Matrix of Leadership revealed itself to me during the civil war on Cybertron,” Optimus Prime said. “The High Council at Iacon had already declared me Prime, but the Matrix made it real. Now I lead the Autobots on a quest to recover the AllSpark.”
“Where did it go? And what’s an Autobot?” Wreck-Gar crushed the fiber-optic filaments in one hand. Optimus Prime thought he had just destroyed them, but when Wreck-Gar’s hand relaxed again, the various pieces were melded into a single coil. They look like retread sanitation drones, thought Optimus Prime, but these Junkions, they’ve had a lot of time to get good at what they do.
“An Autobot has pledged to resist the tyranny of the Decepticons.”
“Decepticons?”
“They are led by Megatron. He believes in war and tyranny, and he pursues us to prevent us from recovering the AllSpark.”
“Right! AllSpark! Where did you say it had gone!?”
“I ejected it from Cybertron to protect it from the Decepticons, who were trying to infect it with Dark Energon. It’s now somewhere deep in space, far away. I can sense its direction, but I don’t have a good fix on its distance. However far it is, that’s how far we’ll go.”
“What do you need from us?” Wreck-Gar shouted. “All we have is junk! That’s what I’m good for, garbage!”
“We need some repair assistance and parts,” Optimus Prime said. “I have a feeling we have found ourselves among the best mechanics in the galaxy.”
“You got that right! Show me your ship! But don’t give me any scrap about Matrix of Leadership and Prime! Junkion doesn’t have time for stories when there’s work to do!”
Ratchet leaned in close to Optimus Prime and said, “I was wondering about this. He thinks the Matrix and the AllSpark are just stories and you’re telling him all this so he’ll feel bad for us and help.”
“Sounds like that to me, too,” Optimus Prime said. To Wreck-Gar he said, “The old stories are true, you know.”
“Ha! Next you’ll tell me that the Fallen and Solus Prime are coming on the next ship!” Wreck-Gar shook his head. “Junkion will help you, spare parts, but we didn’t get stupid just because we got stuck in the junk.”
“Hold on,” Optimus Prime said, adding a note of command to his voice. Wreck-Gar spun around, reacting to a perceived challenge to his authority; Optimus Prime could see it in his posture and in the speed of his reaction. Before things could escalate, the Matrix shone again, this time in a single flash without Optimus doing anything to activate it. The wave front of the flash washed over Wreck-Gar and reflected off the million pieces of broken glass and bent steel around them, creating a dazzling prismatic spray that for a nanoklik overwhelmed all of their optical arrays.
Wreck-Gar was the first to speak, and his tone was subdued. “That’s the Matrix,” he said. From his inflection it might have been a statement or a question. A million shards of color danced and faded from the wreckage that surrounded them. It was quite a scene, thought Optimus Prime. He would not have thought Junkion capable, even accidentally, of such beauty.
“It was granted to me by Vector Sigma,” Optimus Prime said. “I carry it within me, and its authority rallies the Autobots to my leadership. These are the times when the old stories come back to life, Wreck-Gar. And another bot pursues us, Megatron. If he catches up with us and we are not prepared, the AllSpark might be forever lost.”
Still gazing incredulously at the Matrix as it disappeared into Optimus Prime’s chassis again, Wreck-Gar said, “Junkion will help. What do you need?”
Amazing, thought Optimus Prime. The Matrix had cleared Wreck-Gar’s head, brought him out of his demented raving. How long would it last?
That question was forming itself in Optimus Prime’s head when suddenly the Ark heeled over out of its parking orbit and angled down to crash into the surface of Junkion.
The impact sent a shock wave through the entire planet, knocking both Autobots and Junkions sprawling and causing landslides of wreckage that buried many of the workers near the bottom of the excavated canyon. An entire ridgeline subsided slowly, puzzling the stunned Autobots until they saw that it was in fact collapsing into a much larger and deeper pit than the one where they stood. This yawning scar was large enough that it could have contained one of Cybertron’s smaller cities or Altihex Station. The Ark’s collision with Junkion was causing the slow-motion subsidence of two of its sides, and the ship was burying itself deep in the body of the planet. A wave of heat from the contact caused enormous explosions in the wreckage and melted much of what did not explode.
“The Ark!” Ratchet shouted. He and Ironhide ran in the direction of the crashing ship and then were knocked over again as the shock wave from its impact, having traveled all the way around the planet, hit them from behind.
Optimus Prime barely kept his feet. “Spare parts!” Wreck-Gar shouted. Ignoring him, Optimus Prime ran, too, caring only for the Ark and the well-being of the valiant Autobots still aboard.




What saved most of the Autbots on the Ark was the low altitude of the parking orbit. Junkion was a small planet, so stationary orbit was achieved at a relatively short distance from its center of gravity. Thus, the crash, though devastating, did not destroy the Ark. As Optimus Prime got to the crash site, hard on the heels of Ratchet and Ironhide, he saw Autobots spilling from the Ark’s automatic emergency hatches. Those, at least, had functioned. The next thing he saw was Silverbolt leaping up and achieving alt-form at the apex of his leap, then accelerating in a wide circle around the site as if looking for something. “Silverbolt,” Optimus Prime said via commlink. “Report.”
“Optimus Prime!” came the response. “Internal explosion near the repair site from the bomb explosion on Velocitron. Destabilized orbit and caused immediate decay into the planet’s surface.”
“Casualties?” It was too soon for a complete report, but Optimus Prime wanted to know what was known. “Ratchet, scan for Sparks.”
“Already am,” Ratchet called out. “Counting against the Ark’s passenger manifest … too much interference. Lots of survivors.”
“Establishing security perimeter,” Silverbolt said.
“Junkions are not hostile, Silverbolt. Acknowledge.”
“Understood.”
“Lots of survivors” was good as far as it went. Optimus Prime spotted Jazz and Prowl together and not far from them Bumblebee, Bulkhead … and Hound. How had he gotten back to the wreck so quickly? Optimus Prime filed that away for later. Right now he had more pressing concerns.
He caught up with Jazz and Prowl. “Prime!” Jazz said. “I brought everyone else down with the second team.”
“No time for jokes, Jazz,” Optimus Prime said.
“Hey, I can joke. We’ve got only minor casualties so far. No dead Autobots.” Clocker and Mainspring arrived at their group, and Jazz added, “Or Velocitronians.”
“What happened?” Optimus Prime asked. “Silverbolt reported the location of the explosion. What can you add?”
“Sabotage,” Mainspring said.
All the Autobots present looked at him. “I was in touch with the diagnostic subroutines as soon as we locked into the orbit,” he said. “I was in the middle of running checks when it happened. The routines never said anything about a problem. I can play the record back for you.”
“Thank you, Mainspring,” Optimus Prime said. Now all the Autobots were looking at him. The traitor, he thought. “Prowl, I think you know what I would want to say to you.”
“Yes, Optimus Prime. I do.” It was more important than ever to ascertain the identity of the traitor on board the Ark. Clearly, one of the bots pretending to be an Autobot was escalating its efforts to delay the Ark without destroying it, and the only reason for this tactic would be to keep the Autobots from getting too big a lead over Megatron.
“Begin immediately,” Optimus Prime said. Prowl nodded and rolled out. Optimus did not know, and in fact preferred not to know, the specifics of how Prowl conducted his intelligence gathering. He trusted him to get results and to abide by the code of ethics common to all Autobots. Beyond that, the details were Prowl’s to decide.
“Clocker, Mainspring, Jazz, Ratchet,” he said. “You’re the damage assessment team. Go.”
They went. “Ironhide, you and I will speak to Wreck-Gar. The Autobots and Junkions have begun their alliance in a difficult way. Things can only improve from here.” Optimus Prime and Ironhide turned and began making their way back toward the blast furnace where they had last seen Wreck-Gar, only to find that Wreck-Gar and a contingent of Junkions had in fact followed them and were now approaching.
“Digging out Junkions!” Wreck-Gar said. “Lot of spare parts! Lot of junk! That’s what we’re good for!” He looked past Optimus Prime and Ironhide at the Ark, approximately a third of which was buried in the surface of Junkion. The crash site made a roughly equilateral triangle with the blast furnace site and the notional middle of the giant excavation that had been partially collapsed by the Ark’s impact.
“I hope you recover all of your Junkions successfully,” Optimus Prime said. He had seen the size of some of the junkslides and had a hard time imagining that any bot could have survived them.
“Recover or reuse!” Wreck-Gar said. “All the same! Make ’em, break ’em, take ’em, bake ’em, and remake ’em!”
That struck Optimus Prime as a fairly callous attitude to take toward the Sparks of Wreck-Gar’s bots, but Junkions were creations of their circumstances as much as any other population. Just as the Velocitronians obsessed over speed, Junkions thought of everything in terms of use and reuse. It could hardly be otherwise, but to Optimus Prime it was hard to understand.
“I would offer our assistance,” he said, “but first I must make sure of the safety of the Autobots aboard the Ark.”
“Junkions don’t need help! Junkions are help! Spare parts, we’ll fix ’em!” Wreck-Gar was staring at the Ark with the same kind of greed Optimus Prime had seen on the faces of the Junkions who had started to cut Ratchet apart. The entire universe was a broken machine to them, just waiting to be melted down and remade.
“Good. We need parts,” Ironhide said. “And time and space for repairs.”
Optimus Prime was about to jump in and modulate Ironhide’s overbearing approach, but it immediately became apparent that he didn’t need to.
“Right up our alley! Repairs is what we do!” Wreck-Gar said. Then, after a moment’s consideration, he added, “Also, we junk what can’t be repaired, melt it down, and then make it into new stuff that breaks down later. It’s what we do!”
Amazing, thought Optimus Prime. These worlds, cut off from the nerve center that once was Cybertron, slowly developed obsessions about a single thing. He was thinking of Velocitron again, but then it occurred to him that Junkions might not have had any choice. The stories of this place were all focused on hardship and disaster from the beginning: marooned explorers, crashed ships, accidents and betrayals, bots inadvertently left here after the ships they had arrived on went on without them. So no wonder, he supposed, they were so fixated on making something out of nothing.
“Saw you the nanoklik you got here, you know,”
Wreck-Gar said. “Had Axer follow you around. Axer’s a strange one. Not like us! Even though he’s one of us.”
“Who did he follow?” Ironhide asked. “Not me. Nobody followed me. I would have known.”
“No, he followed this one!” Wreck-Gar said, pointing at Hound, who had just arrived and was standing at the edge of the group as if waiting to tell Optimus Prime something. “Then he reported back to me. Then we all came here!” He looked around as if trying to locate the bot called Axer.
“We thank you for your offer of help,” Optimus Prime said. “Many bots would despair at being marooned this far from other planets.”
“Not Junkions! We make do! Lots of things to do here!” Wreck-Gar focused intently on Hound again. “Where did you go with Axer?”
Hound glanced at Optimus Prime, then back to Wreck-Gar. “He must mean the bot who attacked me when the others dropped the net over you, Optimus Prime,” he said. “I fought him off, and he disappeared. I didn’t know where the rest of you had gone, and while I was looking, I saw the Ark crash and rushed back here.”
“Don’t talk to Axer! I don’t trust him!” Wreck-Gar said.
“Then why did you send him to follow Hound?” Ironhide asked. It seemed like a reasonable question to Optimus Prime, who had been about to ask it himself.
“Because I didn’t trust you, either!”
Hence, thought Optimus Prime, the ambush and attempted cannibalization of the Autobots for parts. He and Ironhide exchanged a glance. “Well, nothing untrustworthy happened from the sound of it,” Optimus Prime said. He was starting to understand that as stalwart and admirable as the Junkions were, the teracycles of isolation had made them … they had become what Alpha Trion would delicately have called “highly individualized.”
Or were they not displaced Cybertronians at all? Again Optimus Prime saw the possibility that life had found a way to spread in the absence of the AllSpark. This ran counter to everything he had ever been taught, but the evidence—these amazingly different bots—was getting harder and harder to ignore.
The Matrix prodded and goaded him from within. There was a reason it had brought the Autobots to Junkion, and now it was time to begin to find out, although what could it be other than another piece of the Star Saber?
Careful, he heard Jazz’s voice telling him. The Matrix has its own reasons for doing things, and they don’t always square with any bot’s assumptions. Even if that bot is Prime.
It was good advice whether Jazz said it or Optimus Prime said it to himself in Jazz’s persona. Be where you are. Keep the quest in front of you but don’t let it prevent you from seeing the moment-to-moment tasks of leadership that will allow you to fulfill it.
He decided that the best course of action was to get his interaction with Wreck-Gar on a more comfortable footing while they waited for the damage assessment and a list of parts needed for repairs. “How long have you been here?” Optimus Prime asked him.
“Wreck-Gar has been on Junkion as long as Junkion has been! No Junkion without Wreck-Gar! We’ll fix ’em! Now back to work!” The Junkion leader assumed alt-form, a blocky compactor vehicle. Acting as if they’d been ordered, although Optimus Prime had heard no orders, the other Junkions present quickly loaded Wreck-Gar’s compactor with random junk from the area. Then Wreck-Gar roared off, leaving Ironhide and Optimus Prime to look at each other through a cloud of dust.
When it cleared, Jazz was joining them. “Where is he taking that stuff?” Jazz said. “This looks like a perfectly good dump to me.”
“He will probably bring it right back tomorrow, once he has dumped it off there and picked it up again.” Optimus shook his head. “What can you report about the Ark? Come with me.”
He and Jazz walked back toward the blast furnace as Jazz filled Optimus Prime in on the damage to the Ark. It was extensive but not crippling. “Could be we’re lucky it happened here,” Jazz said. “If there’s any place in the galaxy that has what we need, this’ll be it.”
Following Wreck-Gar’s progress, the Autobots watched as he made stops at several points along a rough road paved with polymer sheeting over scraps of metal and occasionally stone. At each stop, Wreck-Gar took on more seeming junk. At some stops, he dropped off part of his load and waiting Junkions gathered it up and took it to a local machine facility of some sort. Optimus Prime observed plastics-separation works, at least four different small furnaces and forges, an equal number of chemical laboratories … Everything Wreck-Gar did had a purpose, and every other Junkion appeared also to have a well-defined role in the functioning of this strange society.
Both of the bot worlds they had seen since leaving Cybertron, Optimus Prime reflected, were extremely challenged for resources. But they were not challenged for resourcefulness, that was sure. More and more he was realizing that the struggle happening on Cybertron was an expression of bot resolve. Cybertronians—and their various descendants scattered throughout the universe—simply did not give up.
It made him proud.
And it clarified for him just what was at stake on the Autobots’ quest and just how much determination and resolve was expected of Optimus Prime if he was to prove himself worthy of the title of Prime. The Matrix had expressed its faith in him, and he had led his bots in a war … but the next stage in the grand struggle with Megatron would be more difficult yet.




No one knew he was there, but Axer saw the entire exchange. Interesting, he thought. Who could have guessed that of all the rocks floating through all the limitless reaches of space, Optimus Prime would land on this one? It wasn’t really a rock, but Axer guessed the Autobots were flying blind, using Space Bridges as they could put them back together without knowing where they would lead.
Axer wondered what was happening on Cybertron.
He looked more closely at the Autobot team. Prowl and Ironhide he knew, of course, from their prewar prominence. But the fourth bot, Hound, had been unfamiliar to him before their brief recent collision. It had been a long time since Axer had left Cybertron, but even so, he had been there when the war was about to break out and he thought he knew most of the prominent bots on both sides. More recognizable Autobots followed: Silverbolt, Sideswipe, Ratchet. Most of Optimus Prime’s inner circle appeared to have survived the war … at least long enough to flee from it. With them were several bots Axer did not know, including an energetic black-and-yellow bot who seemed to be one of the Autobots’ favorites. They were a loose, easy group, working efficiently together to get settled on Junkion until they could go on.
Where, Axer asked himself, was Megatron?
He could not believe that Megatron, who had fought to the death in every gladiator match he had ever started, would let as formidable a foe as Optimus Prime continue to live. Following that chain of reasoning, Axer thought he could assume that Megatron would be in pursuit. The only way this logic didn’t hold together was if Megatron had been defeated, but if that was the case, Axer imagined that the Autobots would be traveling in a bit more style than that afforded by the simple accommodations aboard the Ark.
These were refugees, Axer thought. Vagabonds at best. This was not a triumphant force.
With that thought came an absolute certainty in Axer’s mind that he would be meeting Megatron again before long. He was glad he had broken off the scrap with the bot calling himself Hound before things had gotten too serious. It was bad enough that Wreck-Gar had singled him out. To be branded the killer of an Autobot would have been a serious obstacle to the plan that even then was forming in Axer’s mind. Luckily, he still had the run of Junkion, and he could still make preparations for the inevitable coming of the Decepticons.
After establishing the beginnings of a rapport with Wreck-Gar, Optimus Prime returned to the crash site to get the rest of the details on the postcrash diagnostics on the Ark. Led by Sideswipe, the Autobots—along with Clocker and Mainspring, who had been involved with the repairs after the bombing on Velocitron—began a visual inspection of the Ark’s exterior in conjunction with the damage analysis of the explosion that had knocked out the engines and orbital stabilizers. It was an arduous and painstaking process but necessary. Together with the previous damage from the collapsing Space Bridge at Cybertron and the first bomb on Velocitron, this most recent sabotage was going to necessitate extensive repairs, which would take much time.
And time was precious. Megatron was coming.
In addition to the other problems, Optimus Prime was discovering that not all of the Junkions were as sympathetic to their plight as Wreck-Gar appeared to be. One of them, which apparently had been isolating rare metals from debris when the Ark’s crash annihilated his excavation and smelter, was ranting at Sideswipe when Optimus Prime reached the ship to get what he assumed would be more bad news.
“You know what we’re doing here? We’re building a new planet from scratch. From junk! We, no one else! No one ever came to help! Junkions don’t need help!” the Junkion shouted. All Junkions, it seemed, had a tendency to shout. The entire planetoid was a cacophony of shouting bots, screaming machinery, roaring furnaces … No wonder they all seemed a little unbalanced, Optimus Prime thought as the shambling bot turned away from them and resumed picking through the debris where the Ark’s landing had plowed it up.
Sideswipe looked to Optimus Prime for some guidance. “Do we apologize?” he asked. “I don’t know how to deal with these Junkions.”
“We just got here,” Optimus Prime said. “It’s going to take a bit for us to get to know each other. Don’t do anything rash before I get back.”
“Get back?”
“Tell the others to stay with the ship unless they have an urgent reason not to,” Optimus Prime said. He already was moving toward the location where he first had met Wreck-Gar. Something there had set off an alarm in his mind, and he abruptly felt compelled to investigate it. He didn’t ask any questions, he just went. The Matrix guided him, as it always had.
Something about the great pit drew him. The collapse of two of its walls had exposed strata of ancient debris that the Junkions were busy harvesting as they terraced the uneven slopes to match the other sides of the rectangular dig. Set back in a slightly larger rectangle, as viewed from above, a perimter of exploratory shafts went straight and deep into the heart of Junkion. They were largely unworked now that efforts were focused on that central pit, and that caused Optimus Prime to wonder why the Junkions were focused so singularly on that dig.
It was a question for the next moment of leisure he had, which was not right now. He stood at the edge of one of the exploratory shafts, feeling the atmosphere shift at the rim, falling at one corner, swirling at another. Across the pit, the collapse had partially exposed other shafts. If he could have chosen one of them, his progress would have been easier. It seemed, however, that the Matrix did not wish Optimus Prime to take the easy way. The shaft at his feet was the one the Matrix was directing him to explore. So be it, he thought. He would trust the Matrix. The shaft was too wide for Optimus, to reach across it, but its walls were rough. He swung himself over the rim and started to climb down.
On the way down, Optimus Prime was careful to keep track of his location not because he was worried about getting lost but because he wanted to be able to reconstruct his path another time if, as he expected, he found something at the bottom of the shaft and had to bring it up. Possibly he would need to commandeer Junkion resources, an action that no doubt would put an end to whatever tentative friendship might grow between Autobot and Junkion.
Reaching the bottom of the shaft, Optimus Prime still felt the tug downward. He got his hands around a long, gently curving steel pipe partially buried in the shaft floor. Pulling upward, he saw that he had broken through into a space below the floor. Amazing, he thought. If the Junkions had drilled their shaft just a bit deeper, they would have discovered …
What would they have discovered, exactly?
“Time to find out,” Optimus Prime said in the echoing solitude of the shaft.
When he worked his way down into the subfloor space, he found that it was roughly the shape of a flattened cylinder. The interiors of its walls were smooth, which Optimus Prime found incredible until he realized that he had just broken into a ship buried so deep below the surface of Junkion that it must have been one of the first bits of debris that accreted to form the beginnings of the planetoid. He felt that he had traveled back in time.
Along the wall of this cylinder—the side nearer to the Junkions’ main excavation—was a door, jammed into a frame but immovable because of the immense planetary pressures placed on the frame. Optimus Prime leaned against the door just to be sure his initial assessment of its functionality hadn’t been wrong.
It hadn’t. He paused, weighing the imperative radiating from the Matrix against the possibility that if he took any kind of vigorous action here, a large part of Junkion might collapse on him.
Trust the Matrix, he told himself. Just as he was always telling the Autobots. If he couldn’t follow his own dictum, what kind of a leader was he?
Since the door was jammed, Optimus Prime tore the entire bent frame loose and listened to the sound echoing back down the tunnel on the other side of the doorway. From far above him—or was it in the other direction, below or through one part of the smoothly curved chamber’s wall?—came the rising and falling roar of Wreck-Gar’s furnaces, with their smelting crews pouring and molding and machining without pause. Optimus dropped the frame and ducked his head under the hanging beam. He was inside an ancient crashed spacecraft of some kind, there was no doubt about that. How it had gotten here, who had piloted it, whether it had been sentient itself—those questions remained to be answered. From ahead, down a gently curving stretch of passage, came the faintest glow. He followed it.
After a short walk in the darkness Optimus Prime registered a pattern of small lights so dim that had there been more ambient light, he never would have seen them. Coming closer, he saw that they were a sensor bank. He flicked on one of his lights long enough to see that he was in a ruined bridge. What had once been a wall of windows was now caved in, eons of junk spilling in to form drifts on the deck. How long had the ship been there? Optimus wondered. He ran back a three-axis simulation of his movements from the surface of Junkion to here and found that he was nearly far enough down that no matter which direction he went, it was technically up.
Something was here. He could feel it. But he could also feel that something else had been here, too, and was now gone. Optimus Prime was not sure which one he was supposed to pursue. He listened for instructions, guidance, any kind of hint … and got none.
Then the Matrix poured a great hologram forth into the crumpled space where the wrecked ship’s fuselage had created an overhang, deflecting higher layers of debris. Optimus Prime saw a view of Junkion as if from far in space, with four Space Bridges like burned-out photo-receptors above it. Only one of them showed any light. Near it, faintly and nearly transparently, shone a simple sign, a directional indicator like the one any automated cargo transport used on the roads of any bot planet.
Sometimes, Optimus Prime thought drily, the Matrix spoke with a kind of majestic indirection. And sometimes it was so plain that it almost seemed impatient that Optimus Prime had not figured out its message before it had to speak. This was one of those times.
He turned back toward the surface, nagged by a sense that although the Matrix had spoken clearly, he was walking away from another, possibly equally important, artifact. But if he could not trust the Matrix, what could he trust?
And if the other bots could not trust his judgment, what was there for any bot to trust?
He spoke to the space around him, and to the lingering spirits of the bots who once had piloted the great ship between the stars. “This is not the last time,” Optimus Prime said. “Whatever you carry, I will discover. Count on it.”
Then he turned back to the surface, feeling that a great destiny lay both before and behind him. To make either or both of them, he was going to have to talk to Wreck-Gar.
When he reached the surface, the first thing Optimus Prime did was locate Wreck-Gar and ask a simple question. “Are there any spaceworthy ships here?”
“For what?” Wreck-Gar roared. “Spaceworthy, junk-worthy, spare parts! It’s all worth the space! We use it!”
“I need to make a short voyage, just as far as one of the Space Bridges,” Optimus Prime said, persevering in the face of Wreck-Gar’s incomprehensibility. He was starting to understand that Wreck-Gar’s mind was perfectly acute despite his unusual speech and that if you could isolate the occasional nuggets of sense in his ravings, it was possible to have a conversation with him.
“Plenty of ships up there,” Wreck-Gar said, pointing up. That was of course true. Optimus Prime had noted the number of drifting wrecks when the Ark first had arrived over Junkion.
“I mean ships that can be flown,” he said.
“Find one!” Wreck-Gar shouted. “You fly it, we’ll junk it!”
That sounded like an offer of a deal. “Very well,” Optimus Prime said. “The first ship we find that we can fly, we will land it to be junked when we bring it back.”
“Mighty smooth!” Wreck-Gar said. He shifted into alt-form and rumbled away in search of cargo for his compactor.
That settled, Optimus Prime gathered the other Autobot leaders and officers near the Ark, telling them of the place he had found at the center of Junkion and the instruction he had received from the Matrix. “Something is here,” he said. “We have come here for a reason. Yet I also think we need to pursue the course the Matrix has laid out to this Space Bridge.”
“One of them works?” Silverbolt sounded skeptical.
“The Matrix pointed me toward one of them,” Optimus Prime said. “Either it still works, or it can be fixed, or something about the Space Bridge itself is what the Matrix wants us to see.”
“That’s what I meant before about not assuming we know what the Matrix is saying,” Jazz said. “Yeah.”
“Problem is, if we don’t know what the Matrix really means, we don’t know what to do,” Silverbolt said as Bumblebee simultaneously emitted a series of beeps and bleats.
“Hey, Bumblebee, you sounded like Silverbolt,” Jazz said, comically surprised. “I could understand you and everything.”
“Let us be serious just for a cycle or two. We need to go in search of whatever this artifact is,” Optimus Prime said. He believed it to be the rest of the Star Saber, but he also was feeling from the Matrix that another power was involved. “The trip will not, I think, be a long one, but I don’t want to leave the Junkions entirely to themselves while we are gone. Wreck-Gar has provided us access to a ship, assuming we can find one in the drift zone between here and the Space Bridges. There are near-surface craft available to shuttle us up to that zone. So Sideswipe and Silverbolt, go to Wreck-Gar. Get that shuttle and find us something that will make it to the Space Bridge. I believe one of them still functions. Ratchet and Ironhide, you stand in for me if command decisions become necessary. Hound and Prowl, you will be in charge of interacting with the Junkions. Talk to them, keep them on our side, explain to them that my absence will be brief and that when I get back we will be in a much better position to defend against Megatron.”
“What about the pirates?” Hound asked.
“Pirates?”
“Some of the Junkions have already told me that this whole place started off as a dumping ground for ships after pirates were done with them. Some of them were marooned on the ships, and eventually it all got stuck together. I don’t know if it’s true or even if they all believe it,” Hound said, “but some of them sure do.”
Pirates, thought Optimus Prime. What next?
“There’s another problem, too, Optimus,” Sideswipe said. “I’ve been looking over the fuel-reservoir repairs we did back on Velocitron, and the latest sabotage blew them apart.” He added some details about Clocker and Mainspring’s reports, but Optimus Prime wasn’t interested in the details.
He was interested in solutions.
“What do we do? Recommendations,” he said.
“I think we ought to dig around on Junkion until we find a fuel reservoir that’s about the right size,” Sideswipe said. “And as much as I felt at home on Velocitron and think those were some skilled mechanics, we need to recognize that maybe they weren’t the best at working on starships. Especially ships the size of the Ark.”
“You think the Junkions will be?” Silverbolt asked.
“Don’t know,” Sideswipe said. “But if we know one thing didn’t work, we probably shouldn’t do that same thing again.”
“Makes sense to me,” Jazz said. “Prime?”
A damaged ship and the specter of pirates. Unclear visions from the Matrix and an uncertain welcome on Junkion. And the ever-present shadow of Megatron looming over them. This was one of the situations that had so many variables that the only way forward was to ignore them and make a decision based solely on the desired result.
“Jazz, Sideswipe,” Optimus Prime said. “Go find Wreck-Gar and get a shuttle. Then find us a ship that will get to the Space Bridges and back. The rest of you, get working on the Ark.”




Axer came to Wreck-Gar soon after his first interaction with the Cybertronians, which left him nervous and feeling that he needed to take immediate action to shore up his position and make sure Wreck-Gar knew the Autobots did not speak for all bots or even all Cybertronians. “Leader,” he said with a worried tone, “I’m not sure about these Autobots.”
Wreck-Gar was just getting a load together and preparing to take it on his route of forges and furnaces. Before he had completed his shift into alt-form, he said, “Lies are junk! Not worth junk even when you tell them! Tell them better so they’re better junk!”
Burning at the insult, Axer persevered nevertheless. He followed Wreck-Gar down the central road from the current focus of excavating operations. “How do we know they are who they say they are?” he said. “I came from Cybertron when the war they speak of was about to break out, and much of what this Optimus Prime says does not match up with what I understood to be the case when I was there. Not every Cybertronian believes Optimus Prime is Prime at all.”
Wreck-Gar stopped and spilled a small heap of glittering spools of wire at the base of a larger heap of the same material. The bot charged with melting and respinning the wire said, “Thanks, Leader,” and kept working without a pause. Axer followed Wreck-Gar down the road.
“The High Council might have named him, but lots of bots were on the side of Megatron. That’s just the truth,” Axer said.
At Wreck-Gar’s next stop, a Junkion emerged from a complicated network of pipes and nozzles fueled by a small furnace. It held out a hopper, and Wreck-Gar dumped a load of shattered glass, the patterns of its breakage indicating that it was starship-class hardened material. “We’ll get a ship built yet, Leader,” the glass-working bot said, and Wreck-Gar went on.
Axer picked up where he had left off. “Orion Pax was a data clerk, Leader,” he said. “A minor official. By what right does he lead any bot? Especially here, where you have earned your role and our trust?”
“Flattery is junk!” Wreck-Gar boomed. “Break it down, melt it! I like it!”
Taking this as encouragement, Axer went on. “We have no way to know whether we can trust him. What has he done other than beg? What kind of a leader is that?”
“Build!” Raw materials from an electromagnet processor poured into Wreck-Gar’s hopper.
“The truth is that Optimus Prime could have faked what he calls the Matrix,” Axer continued. “Any bot could work up a visual effect like that. The Matrix could be just a myth.”
“Felt like junk!” Wreck-Gar said. Axer didn’t know what that meant but decided to interpret it as agreement.
And so it went through the rest of Wreck-Gar’s routine path toward the great furnace at the other end of the pit. As they approached that pit, Axer toned down his rhetoric, because he saw Optimus Prime and some of the other Autobots waiting near the furnace, presumably, he thought, for Wreck-Gar’s approach so that they could ask him for something else. That was all they seemed to do, ask favors.
Megatron did not have that problem.
Optimus Prime watched Wreck-Gar and Axer come closer and saw that Axer—in his bot-form—was carrying on a one-sided conversation with the alt-formed Wreck-Gar. About what, he did not know, but he fully expected the conversation to be detrimental to the Autobot cause.
Wreck-Gar, of course, was not reacting visibly. He backed toward the great hopper that funneled into the blast furnace where Junkions constantly created new alloys. Wreck-Gar’s main compartment angled up and out on its hydraulic lift, and pieces of metal—a few at first, then a cascade—began to ring and clatter into the hopper, disappearing through the funnel into the white-hot roar of the furnace.
Optimus Prime had never grown tired of this sight despite having seen it a million times on Cybertron and more times since. The re-creation, the destruction and renewal, the way that in the furnace you could watch something be broken down to its fundamental elements in preparation to being rebuilt … it filled Optimus Prime with belief, with certainty, with a feeling almost like faith.
That was the thought on his mind—in parallel with the conversation he intended to have with Wreck-Gar about problems with the Ark—when something in the load, which was pouring down from Wreck-Gar’s compartment and tumbling across the short distance to the furnace funnel, caught his attention.
It was a small piece of alloy, shiny despite its age. It was pointed at one end, and the other end looked as if it had been drawn and twisted before snapping off. And it was about to go into the blast furnace with the rest of Wreck-Gar’s load.
“Stop!” Optimus Prime commanded. The Junkion guiding Wreck-Gar’s load into the blast furnace intake ignored him. Spurred by a single imperative to save the fragment, Optimus Prime lunged forward and hit the loading Junkion with a flying tackle that carried them both onto the conveyor belt that fed the furnace.
Angry and surprised, the Junkion started pounding away at Optimus Prime’s head while Optimus tried to fend it off and reach after the piece of the Star Saber. The roar of the furnace was overwhelming, and the heat was already straddling the line between uncomfortable and agonizing. Optimus Prime stretched out one arm, getting a fingertip on the artifact. The Junkion landed a double-fisted blow on the back of his head, and his optics went dark for a moment. When he snapped back into focus, waves of heat were rippling through the air around him and he could practically feel his fingers melting. The Junkion hit him again.
Then, suddenly, it was gone. With a desperate reach, Optimus Prime locked one hand around the underside of the furnace intake. The conveyor belt kept going, scraping along his side as with his other hand he made a last grab for the receding piece of the Star Saber.
As it tipped off the conveyor belt into the molten mass below, its hooked end raised up and Optimus Prime’s index finger curled into that hook. The artifact burned his finger, but he could not let it go. He pulled himself against the inexorable rolling of the conveyor belt, feeling the rest of Wreck-Gar’s load piling up against his legs. He was holding himself in place, but barely, and with the artifact in one hand he could not muster enough strength to lift himself against the incline and the weight of junk pressing him down. The heat of the furnace would do him serious and permanent damage if he stayed there much longer, but there was no way to get out.
Optimus Prime kicked away some of the cascade of struts, housings, axles, and other recyclable bits of metal piled up around his legs. He felt his foot make contact with something solid and tried to twist around to get a leg braced on it. Then he felt strong hands grab on to both of his feet and pull him up. Heaving with his one arm, he passed under the intake gate and felt the blast of cool air on his face as he realized he had shuttered his optics against the heat. Opening them, he looked around and saw Bumblebee holding one of his legs and a Junkion the other—the same Junkion, in fact, who moments before had been pounding on the back of his head.
His frame popped and clanged as it cooled slowly back to something resembling a normal temperature. The conveyor belt stopped, some Junkion finally responding to the emergency, and Optimus Prime had the passing thought that if he had been a Junkion, he might well have been fed into the furnace without a second thought. They were a strange bunch of bots, these Junkions. Optimus Prime swung his legs over and back down to the ground as his rescuers let them go.
“So, Prime,” Jazz said. “Did the Matrix tell you to dive into that furnace?”
In a manner of speaking it had, Optimus Prime thought. He held up the Star Saber fragment and said, “Would have been a pity to let this be melted down.”
The conveyor belt started up again, and Optimus Prime hopped off it, looking around to see that Wreck-Gar once again was emptying his hopper onto it. Back to the business at hand, he thought. That was the Junkion way. Wreck-Gar had not even bothered to come out of alt-form to ask him about the incident.
“Is that—?” Jazz began.
Optimus Prime nodded. “Yes,” he said.
“What’s one of them doing here?” Jazz wondered. “I figured they were all on Velocitron and we’d just missed some of them.”
“As you said before,” Optimus Prime told him, “it is not always easy to understand how and why the Matrix does what it does.”
He turned to the Junkion, who was again guiding scrap into the blast furnace’s intake. “Junkion,” he said. “I apologize for the surprise.”
“Forgotten,” the Junkion said.
“And I thank you for helping me get back out,” Optimus Prime went on. “What is your name?”
“Pinion,” the Junkion said. “I got mad when you hit me, but if you wanted that bit of scrap, hey, it’s all yours. Plenty more where that came from.”
Not exactly, thought Optimus Prime. But what he said was, “Again, my thanks, Pinion.”
Then Jazz said, “Maybe Ratchet should give you a checkup, Prime. You look a bit scorched.”
“I feel a bit scorched,” Optimus Prime agreed. He decided the conversation with Wreck-Gar could wait. Now that he had a third part of the Star Saber, he was beginning to believe that the coming trip to the Space Bridge indicated by the Matrix would be decisive in some way. Trust, he thought. He had always trusted Jazz, but now he realized that there were Junkions worthy of trust as well. Pinion kept working as if nothing had happened, but Optimus Prime had the feeling that something great was in store for that Junkion.
*   *   *
Prowl had not originally accompanied Optimus Prime on this visit, but his investigations into the identity of the traitor on board the Ark had reached an interesting point. He wanted to update Optimus Prime and discuss how to proceed. He arrived at the end of the pit near the furnace in time to see Optimus Prime’s legs sticking out of the furnace intake and got to the pit floor just as Bumblebee and a nearby Junkion dragged Optimus back up and out with no visible damage beyond some burn marks on his arm. What was that in his hand? Prowl thought it looked like the two pieces of artifact Optimus Prime had found on Velocitron. Mystical artifacts weren’t his responsibility, though. His responsibility was to observe, judge, and report. And what he had been observing before Optimus Prime dived into the furnace was Axer. That bot’s demeanor as he kept up a running conversation with Wreck-Gar on the way to the furnace pit made Prowl suspicious. Then, when he glanced over in Axer’s direction as Optimus Prime was pulled up out of the furnace intake, Prowl knew right then and there that something was going to have to be done about him. There was a strange combination of hostility, satisfaction, and avarice on Axer’s face. Prowl could understand the hostility, and even the satisfaction, but the avarice puzzled him … unless it had something to do with the piece of metal.
Prowl put that aside. More important at the moment was Axer’s clear—to Prowl, at least—hostility toward Optimus Prime. That alone was reason enough to move against the accidental Junkion. The Decepticon plague had spread to Velocitron already; it must not be allowed to infect Junkion as well.
Not if Prowl could help it.
When Optimus Prime had turned back toward the Ark, Prowl decided that his consultation with Optimus could wait. He had a feeling about Axer, and it was time to find out if he was right.
Letting Axer get some distance ahead on the circuitous climb up out of the main pit, Prowl kept track of who the shifty bot talked to and who he ignored. That let him keep score by proxy: How many Junkions listened to Axer and therefore might be Decepticon sympathizers, and how many avoided him and could safely be counted as neutral or Autobot allies? Axer reminded Prowl of a bot back on Cybertron, a fixer, a small-time smuggler and crook, someone Prowl had kept an eye on but never bothered to arrest. He had disappeared in the early years of the war, and Prowl had always assumed he’d been a casualty.
He kept up his tally. The count of Axer’s confidants against those Junkions who disliked him was disturbingly even. Prowl had a bad feeling about Junkion’s future if that future could be extrapolated from this set of interactions. But he wasn’t sure he had enough real evidence to accuse Axer to Optimus Prime. For now, he would keep up his surveillance; once Optimus got back from the Space Bridge errand, Prowl would make his case. It was hard to believe that a Cybertronian could have ended up here … but it was also hard to believe that a renegade gladiator had caused a civil war and nearly destroyed Cybertron. Prowl wasn’t sure what to think.
And when he wasn’t sure what to think, he gathered evidence.
Up on the rim of the pit, Prowl could look back down and see layers of excavation, a series of terraces stepping down to the flat bottom, where the current excavations were happening. On the higher levels, Junkion crews followed up on the initial digs at those levels, moving laterally outward and transferring huge amounts of material to other locations where they could be used more effectively. It was a nearly heroic undertaking, the creation of something from nothing. Prowl admired the Junkions immensely.
Returning his attention to the matter at hand, he saw Axer approach another Junkion and saw the pair get some distance away from other Junkions before having a clandestine conversation. Not for the first time since leaving Cybertron, Prowl wished he had all of his surveillance equipment. He couldn’t listen in, couldn’t tap into the local network to slave surveillance cameras or public audio arrays. All he could do was observe and try to get close enough to see what it was Axer needed to convey so urgently to this other Junkion.
Not that Axer was a Junkion. Prowl was getting more and more convinced of that whatever Wreck-Gar or Axer himself had to say on the topic.
Prowl thought that the Junkion Axer was talking to was called Shearbolt, one of a crew tasked with breaking down large bits of wreckage into pieces that would fit into the furnaces. He waited until Axer had left and then waited some more while Shearbolt busied himself with a torch, cutting segments out of the hull of what could possibly be a spacecraft but was unlike any ship Prowl had ever seen. It was spherical, with a number of snapped-off antenna fixtures and what appeared to be a control area distributed around … its equator, Prowl concluded. The entire structure and purpose of it were confusing to him. He could not imagine it being constructed by bots and wondered what race of aliens had, in fact, built it.
And what had happened to them. And how their ship had gotten here.
But Junkion was built out of a million forgotten stories just like this one. Prowl wasn’t going to get to the bottom of any of them.
“Hey. It’s Shearbolt, right?” he asked, coming up on the Junkion as he cut the torch and levered a piece of the spherical ship’s hull over to a stack he’d already made for transport.
“That’s right. You one of the Cybertronians?”
“Yeah,” Prowl said. “Name’s Prowl. I was looking for Axer, but I couldn’t get here quick enough. Rough terrain. You know where he was going?”
“Axer? To buy something or sell something, probably,” Shearbolt said. “Trade. That’s what he does.”
Prowl wasn’t sure how a bunch of scavengers on a planetoid made out of trash could develop a stable system of exchange, but he went along with the idea. “Is that what he’s always done?”
“Since he got here, yeah,” Shearbolt said.
“So he hasn’t always been here?”
Shearbolt laughed. “None of us have always been here. Wreck-Gar and some of the others, they’ve been here a long, long time, but there isn’t any ‘always’ on Junkion. We all came here with some of the junk at one point or another.”
“Did you get here with Wreck-Gar?”
“Enough with the questions, bot,” Shearbolt said. Suddenly he seemed nervous. Prowl was an experienced enough interrogator that he knew when a question had made a bot feel evasive. He pushed a little.
“Where did you come from?”
Shearbolt looked all around them. So did Prowl. There were no other bots within sight. “Listen, bot,” Shearbolt said. “I came from Cybertron, a long time ago. Okay. Been so long I’ve mostly forgotten what it’s like there, and it’s probably a lot different now that there’s been the war Optimus Prime told Wreck-Gar about. I heard even though I think he was just trying to tell Wreck-Gar. No secrets on Junkion. Anyway, I remember some of Cybertron. None of the Junkions know I’m from there, or at least I don’t think they do. Or if they do, they don’t say anything about it, and I’d like to keep it that way. So keep it to yourself, okay?”
Prowl listened and said nothing. That was the other thing interrogation experience had taught him: when to shut up.
And sure enough, it worked this time as well. “Axer isn’t a Junkion, either,” Shearbolt said, unprompted. “Most bots here just come from the junk, but some are from somewhere else. They choose new identities when they get stuck or pretend they don’t remember where they come from. He’s one of them. I don’t know what he called himself then, but I’ll tell you one thing: I’d bet my last molecule of Energon that he’s Cybertronian. And he hasn’t been here that long.”
That, thought Prowl, is exactly what I was thinking.
It was something about the way Axer moved and talked, the way he had no stable group of friends among the Junkions. He moved alone from group to group, trading but never quite becoming part of things. Prowl had noticed this as soon as they’d had a little time to observe the Junkion way of life. Now it was starting to make more sense.
And that made the real question more important: If Axer was from Cybertron, had he left before or after the start of the war?
And, regardless, whose side was he on?
Optimus Prime listened to Prowl’s report and, when Prowl was finished, added only a single word. “Recommendation?”
“I think we ought to keep Axer under surveillance and see who else he talks to. And I think we should try to keep a lens on this Shearbolt as well. He’s hiding something.”
Optimus Prime considered this and reached a decision that he didn’t like but thought was probably best for the moment. “Axer yes, Shearbolt no. For now. I don’t want to come across as questioning or usurping Wreck-Gar’s authority. But he’s already told us he doesn’t trust Axer, so he won’t mind if we watch Axer as long as we report back to him. Shearbolt, though, that’s another story. Even if he came from Cybertron, he’s a long-term Junkion, and I don’t think Wreck-Gar is going to like it if we start telling him we don’t trust his bots.”
“You’re Prime,” Jazz reminded him. “You do what’s needed. Wreck-Gar might not like it, but he’s got to understand it.”
“Like Ransack had to understand it?” Optimus Prime countered. Into the silence that followed, he added, “I’m not going to lead by force and by fiat. I’m going to lead by example.”
Turning back to Prowl, he said, “I want regular reports on Axer. If you happen to see Shearbolt doing something interesting, don’t hide that from me, either. Right?”
“Understood, Optimus,” Prowl said. He rolled out on the next stage of his mission, and Optimus Prime was left to consider something he had been reluctant to face.
Life and civilizations developed in the absence of the AllSpark. It was incredible to conceive, but Velocitron had grown and stabilized in the absence of the AllSpark and after the collapse of the Space Bridges. The same could be said, although in much different fashion, for Junkion. Optimus Prime never would have thought that such a thing was possible. Did not all things flow ultimately from the AllSpark? And did it not follow that in the absence of the AllSpark, civilizations and cultures would decay?
Yet they had not. Something, some deep principle, was at work here, and Optimus Prime was just becoming conscious of its existence.
He wondered what else—what other wonders, what other terrors—the universe might be hiding from him.




In the first cycles after the Nemesis had emerged from the energy field created by the dissolution of the Space Bridge at Cybertron, there was little motion aboard the enormous ship. It drifted with the momentum left over from its drive away from the surface of Cybertron, in the aftermath of the climactic on-planet confrontation between the overwhelming numerical strength of the Decepticons and the indomitable will of the Autobots. The Space Bridge exploding had blown a wave front of energy through the Nemesis that barely was lessened by the ship’s thick hull. All the Decepticons aboard it were overwhelmed where they stood, and when some of them began to stir again, at first none of them knew how long it had been since they had been conscious. The Nemesis itself had become stasis-locked after its final transformation out of Trypticon mode, and whatever sentience it once had possessed was now permanently subsumed into its ship function.
That was regrettable, because at that moment Starscream would have liked very much to ask the ship what exactly had happened to them on their way through the Space Bridge. The way things stood, they were going to have to figure that out for themselves and also figure out whether the fleeing Autobots had emerged in the same region of space. Starscream looked around and saw Megatron getting to his feet. His first thought was to wonder if Megatron’s recovery period was a time to take the action he had always wanted to take: deposing Megatron and assuming control of the Decepticons for himself.
Then Megatron locked optics with Starscream, and the Seeker saw that Megatron’s first action was to locate Starscream and determine whether he was planning anything.
We understand each other, Starscream thought.
Around them, the other Decepticons stirred. The bridge area of the Nemesis was dark, but some of its command-console displays began to come to life again as the ship regained awareness. The Seeker trio of Skywarp, Thundercracker, and Slipstream were next to regain awareness, followed by Soundwave and the rest of the Nemesis’s complement of Decepticons and Vehicons. All of them looked to Megatron except the Seekers, who kept an eye on both Megatron and Starscream, befitting their divided loyalties.
“Status report,” Megatron commanded.
Thundercracker ran through a diagnostic array with the Nemesis, interacting with the various automated routines that had replaced Trypticon’s consciousness during the process of stasis locking. Some of those routines were sophisticated enough to border on sentience, but in the end, Megatron thought, it did not matter whether the consciousness of Trypticon ever manifested itself again. What the Decepticons needed the Nemesis for was battle, and in battle it was a formidable ally. If it could obey commands and operate autonomously, that was enough for him, because another thing the Nemesis could do was survive the destruction of a Space Bridge more or less unscathed.
That, in essence, was how the diagnostic results came back. Thundercracker noted a few errors and shorts in some peripheral systems and investigated them one after another carefully, knowing that there were two ways for a mistake to kill him. Not only were the eyes of Megatron and Starscream on him, he was aware that if he made a mistake, it easily could prove fatal to all of them. It was a highly pressurized situation, and Thundercracker made absolutely certain he checked everything just the way it was supposed to be checked. He had the documentation and manuals supplied by Shockwave from when the scientist had worked on the Nemesis’s Trypticon incarnation in the later stages of the war, and he used all of it.
When he was done, he put together a report as quickly as he could without being careless and brought it to the bridge. Starscream took it from him, glanced over it, and passed it on to Megatron.
“Don’t waste my time,” Megatron said. “What does it say?”
Turning from Megatron to Thundercracker, Starscream said, “What does it say?”
Thundercracker ran through every system: propulsion, climate, energy, sensors, command and control, armaments, artificial gravity, all the way down to the self-reported impacts of motes of space dust on the Nemesis’s hull. “On the whole,” he said, “the ship’s in good shape. But it doesn’t know where we are and keeps asking. The crew are also asking questions. Where are we?”
This was the question.
Megatron looked at a field of stars, then at Starscream, then back at the field of stars. The Nemesis drifted in space. No planetary body was nearby. No star was nearby. Megatron turned to Soundwave, who was buried in an intense interaction with the command console. “What has happened?” Megatron demanded. “Where are we? And where is Optimus Prime?”
The bridge contingent of Decepticons got to work trying to ascertain their location and their distance from the nearest known Space Bridge. They collated a number of ancient maps and more recent astronomical observations. They combed minutely through every record of Space Bridge accidents they could find on the chance that the accidents held a pattern that could shed some light on their current circumstance.
“I don’t care about history,” Megatron growled all the while. “I care about finding Optimus Prime. Now. Sooner than now.”
Skywarp surprised everyone by speaking. He was ordinarily the last of the Seekers to offer an opinion about anything if Starscream was there to speak for them. But in this case what he said left every Decepticon on the Nemesis’s bridge momentarily speechless.
“That Ark of theirs will leave a trail,” he said. “Every flying bot or ship leaves a trail, doesn’t it? Instead of looking around at the stars, why don’t we start scanning for the ion signature of the Ark?”
“Do it,” Megatron commanded. The bridge was immediately alive with activity. Instruments were recalibrated, and the Nemesis’s command routines tweaked to be alert for different energy signatures against the background radiation of the universe. Megatron seethed, wanting it to be done, furious at the delay. Furious above all at Optimus Prime—Prime!—who had escaped from him and ejected the AllSpark so far beyond his reach.
For now. He would find the Autobots and exterminate them. Then he would find the AllSpark and bring it back to Cybertron, and then there would not be a bot in the universe who would be able to stand in his way.
“Megatron,” Starscream said. “We’ve got something.”
“Go,” Megatron said. “Do not speak. Go.”
“Don’t you want to know where we’re going?”
“Are the Autobots there?”
“We’ve got a track on the Ark’s exhaust,” Starscream said. “I wouldn’t want to say any more than that. I know how you hate to be disappointed.”
“What I don’t need right now is wit, Starscream. What I do need are results. Are the Autobots at the end of this trail you’ve found?”
“My guess is yes, they are,” Starscream said.
“Then let’s get ready to greet them,” Megatron said. “Maximum acceleration.”
They felt the thrum of the Nemesis’s massive engines and the press of acceleration as the ship’s artificial gravity adjusted. Megatron watched the stars begin to move around them slowly, slowly … but moving. “Maximum subluminal in one cycle, counting down … point nine nine, point nine eight,” Thundercracker began to count. He leaned back against an acceleration buffer at the back wall of the bridge. The Nemesis could pilot itself from here.
What remained to be seen was what they would encounter on the other end of the trip, when they had run the Autobots to ground. How many of them had survived? Where were they going? Did they already have the AllSpark? Thundercracker hoped so. He wanted to go back to Cybertron. He wasn’t cut out for endless wandering among the stars. He also wasn’t cut out, he thought sometimes, for the things that were necessary in fighting a war. Thundercracker had no desire to be part of massacres or the kind of torture Shockwave preferred to interrogation. He liked a square fight for a cause a bot could believe in. Sometimes he wasn’t sure that Megatron understood that, and he was absolutely certain that he did not subscribe to Megatron’s slogan of peace through tyranny. Neither was he sure that he could support Optimus Prime. What kind of leader came out of the archives at Iacon? A weak one. Whatever Megatron’s flaws might be, Thundercracker thought, weakness wasn’t one of them.
Plus, it was because of Megatron that they had the war. On the whole, Thundercracker liked the war. He had gone to the Decepticons when Starscream had declared his allegiance, and he intended to keep faith with his decision. But although he liked the fight well enough, Thundercracker didn’t like being stuck on board the Nemesis. He wished all the contending bots would turn around and settle things at home.
But the fight had moved off-planet, so the Decepticons had followed it. Thundercracker would stay with them … at least as long as Starscream did, he thought. Because it didn’t seem to him that Starscream would wait forever before making his move.
“Point zero three,” he said. “Point zero two, point zero one …”
The Nemesis fired its superluminal accelerator and blasted through the barrier betwen space and time. It wasn’t as fast as Space Bridge travel, which was instantaneous, but it would get them places quickly. Especially since it seemed that the Autobots had not gotten too far ahead of them.
While space-time folded around them, Soundwave and Starscream and Megatron examined the tracking reports. “Tell me if I’m wrong,” Starscream said, “but it looks like this energy signature from the Autobot Ark is fresh. Which means it can’t be that far away, correct?”
“That’s how I’m reading it, too,” Soundwave said.
“Keep a close eye on this, Starscream,” Megatron said. “If we overshoot them and then lose them because they’re going in another direction by the time we decelerate, it’s your head.”
“It’s always my head,” Starscream said. “And yet somehow I still have my head.” He looked over at Thundercracker. “Think he means it?”
“I think we should all take bets,” Slipstream chimed in. “We all know that sooner or later Megatron’s going to take your head, Starscream. There’s no point even betting on that. But we could—hey, Thundercracker, Skywarp, what do you think?—take bets on which one of us Megatron taps to replace you.”
This was a new wrinkle, Starscream thought. He knew Skywarp was reliable. Thundercracker he wasn’t so sure about, because that bot had more of a conscience than was useful in a Decepticon. But Slipstream … she was sheerly unpredictable. The one thing a bot could count on from Slipstream was biting insults given a thin veneer of humor.
He had spent so much time thinking about and planning for the eventuality of replacing Megatron that he had neglected one natural consequence of that possibility, which was that his own subordinates would have their own plans to unseat him. “Place all the bets you want,” he said. “You’ll never collect.”
With a look over at Megatron, he couldn’t resist adding, “Because none of you will ever challenge me.”
Silence fell. If I made the move right now, Starscream thought, how many of my Seekers would fight at my side and how many would defect to Megatron? Not that it would make any difference in the close quarters aboard the Nemesis. The time to move would be out on a planetary surface, in a time of chaos or battle, when the Decepticon victory was assured but Megatron was still occupied.
Such a time would come. Starscream would be ready.




Prowl had his hands full during the following orbital cycles—even in deep space the Autobots’ clocks were still keyed to the integral time measurements of Cybertron—following Axer around and trying to keep a lookout for the Junkion Shearbolt, who was unexpectedly difficult to locate.
“Junkion’s not that big,” Prowl complained to Hound and Ironhide when they had been on the planetoid long enough to have found a fuel reservoir that could be used as a replacement for the Ark’s. Wreck-Gar had devoted a number of his bots to the effort, and Optimus Prime made a point of telling the Autobots to treat him with the respect and deference due a local commander.
“It’s big enough,” Hound said. “Have you asked Wreck-Gar?”
Prowl shook his head. “I don’t think he’d take it well. He won’t think it’s up to us to perform surveillance on Junkions.”
“Then ask him,” Ironhide suggested.
“No,” Hound said quickly. “That won’t work, either. Wreck-Gar will see that as you trying to get his Junkions to do our work.”
“What, then?” Prowl wondered out loud.
“Keep looking. If this Axer character was meeting with him before, they’ll meet again.” Ironhide punched Prowl in the shoulder. “Follow your instincts. They’re probably right.”
That was heartening, and Prowl went back to the task. He kept Axer under surveillance and saw that suspicious bot following his routines of trade and barter, pausing to talk to various bots on various topics, but not once did he see Axer with Shearbolt. In fact, not once did he see Shearbolt at all.
Prowl decided that even when he wasn’t following Axer, he would keep a lookout for Shearbolt under the guise of looking for Ark materials in various secluded and out-of-the-way locations on Junkion. Along the way, he thought, he might find any number of other interesting things that could assist in the Autobot quest or shed some light on the history of Junkion, which even the Junkions didn’t appear to know all that much about. If there was one thing Prowl disliked, it was gaps in knowledge, not knowing simple and basic things that ought to have been known.
He found ships that he could trace to a number of different lost colony planets. There were more Quintesson craft than he would have expected. There was a single ship that had signs of Velocitronian origin, particularly in the remnants of its cargo of rubber. Prowl saw a great deal of wreckage that was surely Cybertronian, dating from before the collapse of the Space Bridges and the entrenchment of the caste system—except, puzzlingly, one that seemed much more recent. Prowl assumed this one to be Axer’s ship, but the next time he saw Axer, that Cybertronian become Junkion would say nothing about it.
It nagged at Prowl, though. Almost every other ship he had found, no matter what its origin or age, had been picked clean. The ship in question, much newer and Cybertronian, with the marks of the since-destroyed shipyards at Altihex, had not been looted or stripped.
“You’re not an archaeologist, Prowl,” Ironhide reminded him after Optimus Prime had called all the senior Autobots together to get status reports on the Ark repairs and the Axer question.
“I am gathering information, Ironhide,” Prowl said. “What information I gather is up to me. Did you not just a few orbits ago tell me to trust my instincts?”
“Oh, no,” Jazz said. “Your own words, turned against you. That’ll teach you to talk, Ironhide.”
“I am serious,” Prowl said. Ironhide ignored the back-and-forth, waiting for something actionable to be said.
Optimus Prime redirected the conversation before it could become an argument. “We have one priority,” he said, “and that is to get the Ark moving again so we can continue our search for the AllSpark. While we are doing that, those who are not required for that repair task are able to contribute in other ways. Including the gathering of information about the history of Junkion and the origins of its bots. All right?”
“If you say so,” Jazz said.
“I do.”
And so Prowl went back to what he was doing. He planned to observe Axer’s interactions with all members of the Autobots, reasoning that Axer, if his intentions were impure, would be more likely to meet with the saboteur the Autobots carried in their midst. But Axer avoided the Autobots, apparently not wanting to talk to any of them. He spoke only to Junkions, and Prowl still had not located Shearbolt again.
Finally he decided, after a long session of digging through junk and setting up remote surveillance equipment at locations Axer was known to frequent, to go back to the Cybertronian ship he suspected of being Axer’s.
He would have done it sooner, but like all of the other Autobots, Prowl was stretched thin. He was charged with both finding the spy aboard the Ark and discovering why Wreck-Gar had reason to mistrust the recent arrival Axer. And incidentally, he was supposed to keep a lens out for parts that might be useful for the Ark.
That was why it took him so long to get back to Axer’s ship, or what he had been thinking of as Axer’s ship, anyway. On his first visit he had not entered the craft. Now he did, using a set of codes from his security library that predated the civil war on Cybertron. One of them worked, and Prowl slipped into the ship, alert to the possibility that Axer might be there waiting for him.
But what was waiting for him was both the last thing he had expected and—he thought immediately as the initial shock dissipated—exactly the thing he should have expected.
Shearbolt.
“I found him doing something interesting,” Prowl said when he announced this discovery to Silverbolt, who was the first senior Autobot officer he could find.
“What’s that?”
“Being dead,” Prowl said. “You should come and see before we decide what to tell Wreck-Gar.”
Standing over the body, Silverbolt said, “He’s dead, all right.”
“Glad you agree,” Prowl said. “Now let’s tell Optimus.”
Optimus Prime, standing with the two of them a short time later, looked grim. “Report to Wreck-Gar,” he said. “But tell no one else. Especially do not let Axer hear of this. Our status here just changed, and we must be very alert and careful from this moment forward.”
All three of them looked down at the body of Shearbolt, somber and mindful of what his killing meant. Optimus Prime in particular was wrestling with a doomed sense that wherever the Autobots went, there conflict was sure to follow. The budding civil war on Velocitron was heavy in his mind.
Yet there was no going back, and just as there was no going back, there was no avoiding the costs of going forward. Megatron desired war and destruction, and it was one of the sad truths of the universe that those who wanted war usually got it. Optimus Prime, if he was honest with himself, had to acknowledge that he thrilled to the moment of combat, but he regretted every death he had caused, and every one who had died in the long war, and every one who would die. By the time the war was over and the Decepticons vanquished, the list of victims would be too long even for the Covenant of Primus.
Thinking of Alpha Trion didn’t quite bring a smile to Optimus Prime’s face, but it did make him feel slightly better about this ominous turn of events. Alpha Trion would tell him to keep his counsel, take the time to make clear decisions based on rational assessments. “Prowl, Silverbolt,” Optimus said. “I am no scientist. I know you are not, either, but at least Prowl has some experience with law enforcement and with crime. Do you have any ideas about how long it has been since he was killed?”
Prowl and Silverbolt bent over Shearbolt’s inert form. Murder had not been common on Cybertron, but neither had it been unknown. Prowl had investigated his share, and Silverbolt had been a dedicated consumer of popular entertainment on murderous themes. Both of them would have ideas about what to look for, whereas to Optimus Prime, Shearbolt just looked nonfunctional.
Prowl stood up. “Can you bring Ratchet here? I mean, is it all right if he knows?”
“Why?” Optimus Prime asked.
“He’s got … the Energon signature of a dead bot, the Energon decays. It’s like …” Prowl looked at Silverbolt for help. “I didn’t do the forensics. What’s it called?”
“You’re on the right track,” Silverbolt said. “Ratchet will have something that measures how much the Energon has decayed out of Shearbolt’s body. From that we’ll be able to figure out how long ago he was killed.”
“Go get him, then,” Optimus Prime said. “Both of you. I’ll stay here.”
From the other side of a rise that the Junkions had long since mined and exhausted, Axer watched Prowl and Silverbolt leave and Optimus Prime stand sentinel at the ship. They had seen Shearbolt, Axer assumed. Now they would be looking for some answers. He couldn’t be sure whether they had connected the ship to him, although he thought it likely.
It was just his luck, Axer thought. He’d figured on getting out of the war on Cybertron the minute he saw it coming, when Megatron was still just a gladiator gaining a following outside the pits. That was before anyone had ever heard of Orion Pax and well before the break that came when the High Council named the clerk Optimus Prime. By then, Axer was already off Cybertron, figuring on two things. One, he knew which side would win—the Decepticons, of course—and two, he didn’t want to be around while the two sides sorted everything out.
He had figured on prospecting around the nearer reaches of space past the orbit of Space Station 424 and the two Moonbase installations and beyond the drifting wrecks of Cybertron’s once-plentiful Space Bridges. Few ventured even that far from Cybertron, but Axer was on the lookout for an advantage. He didn’t think he’d find it on Cybertron itself, where now that the caste system was self-destructing, each and every bot would have an equal shot at mediocrity.
The smart operator, Axer remembered thinking, would find a way to profit from the war without being involved in the war. His prospecting missions were geared toward that purpose. They would keep him high off-planet and put him in possession of things that were difficult or impossible to find on the surface … or below if the stories about the impending scarcity of Energon were true. This near-space exploration would be a new thing for the ambitious Axer. He had spent his time on Cybertron bringing in those unfortunate bots who had run afoul of the criminal hierarchies of Kaon or Blaster City … or the quieter criminal elements in Crystal City, Altihex, and Iacon.
He was one of Cybertron’s finest bounty hunters. But bounty hunting on the eve of civil war didn’t seem like a growth industry. The war itself, when it happened, would make bounty hunting much more difficult, not to mention dangerous.
The first thing he had decided to do was to let it be known, through his contacts in Kaon, that he was a proud supporter of Megatron and the burgeoning Decepticon cause. Word had come filtering back that the Decepticons could certainly find use for Axer’s skills in both hunting and, as Shockwave put it, persuasion. Axer had in the past found it necessary to ask certain bots, after he had caught them, questions. He had developed some skill at extracting answers.
But he had also kept up his part-time prospecting, figuring that in a war, certain resources would skyrocket in value. Also, the more time he spent in low orbit looking for valuable junk, the less time he spent on the surface, where he could catch a stray plasma bolt. In the early years of the war, while the Autobots and Decepticons were deadlocked in the Tagan Heights, Axer had ventured a little beyond the Space Bridges and the halo of cannibalized wrecks that trailed after them. There he had discovered a powered-down shipwreck that bore all the marks of having suffered a Space Bridge portal failure. One of the things that happened during an unsuccessful transit of a Space Bridge was that part of the energy dedicated to moving ships and bots across vast reaches of space got bottled up, often inside the ship in question. The consequences, unsurprisingly, were disastrous for that ship and its crew. A secondary effect of portal failure was that ships took much longer to emerge from the Space Bridge. The folklore of bot space abounded with stories of ships being suspended in transit for thousands or even millions of solar cycles before reappearing—sometimes at their destinations and sometimes not—as shattered wrecks, their hulls and interiors scarred and slagged by the misdirected transit energies.
This was one of those ships. Axer couldn’t believe his luck. How long had it been here? Could have been a few cycles, could have been since the distant time when the Space Bridges first began to fail. The records of their use immediately had grown spotty, and for as long as Axer could remember—and he had come out of the Well fairly recently compared with some of Cybertron’s older bots—nobody had known whether any remnants of unfortunate vessels were still drifting occasionally out of the crumbling Space Bridges.
But one thing he could tell right away: Nobody had gotten to this ship yet.
Axer had no training in engineering or astrophysics or starship piloting. He had no combat experience. The one skill he possessed was an innate sense of how to seek and use the advantages that might be found in any given situation. Here he saw the possibility of trading or selling materials from this ship. He did not consider that most Cybertronian authorities considered ships damaged by portal failure highly unstable because of the unpredictable ways in which the energy of the Space Bridges was conducted through the different materials used in ship construction.
He also did not consider that when these energies were released, as they sometimes were, one occasional consequence was nearly instantaneous transportation to somewhere else. Space Bridges were designed to eliminate distance. Even in the aftershocks of a malfunction, they often did just that, but the bot adventurous enough to be in close proximity to such a discharge often found himself at a set of coordinates quite far from where he had been a nanoklik before.
Axer had heard those stories but had never investigated the mechanics of how it happened. He figured they were spacers’ tales, like the myriad stories of ghostly subroutines or cursed vessels. He did a thorough scan for life and dangerous parasites such as cosmic rust, but when he found no threats via his ship’s automated scanner arrays, he tethered himself to his ship and then floated across the short distance to the drifting wreck.
If he had taken a closer look at the ship, he would have seen that it was not of Cybertronian origin. He also would have seen that it was so old that there was not a single facet of its hull that was not utterly cross-hatched with scratches from the impact of micrometeorites and cosmic dust. This ship did not gleam in the starlight; it caught the light and diffused it into a quiet glow. Old spacefaring bots said that the ship that glowed was always the one that was haunted.
Axer did not listen to old spacefaring bots.
He had the presence of mind to give the ship another visual examination before making physical contact with it. To Axer, it looked as if the ship had been in a battle. There were clear marks of energy impacts streaking from amidships all the way back to its thruster cowling. Where they began, near the amidships air lock, they were so intense that the ship’s hull was buckled and wavy. The bridge’s viewports, which should have been transparent, were black and pitted with what looked like bubble rings, as if the ports had melted and then cooled again.
Axer thought that he had found a wreck, perhaps the victim of a pirate attack. The shipping lanes had always abounded with stories of pirates. Axer believed them, though none of the pirates had ever come close to Cybertron. If they had, he would have known it—he and pirates, after all, took part in different facets of the same profession: hunting. Pirates put bounties out on ships; Axer’s masters put bounties out on bots. Prospecting was a sideline for him, though often a profitable one.
Even as he touched the ship’s hull, Axer never took seriously the idea that portal failure was a problem. His greed was talking to him, and when greed talked, Axer listened.
The air lock opened with a heavy shove, aided by a blast from Axer’s hand cannon. He pulled himself inside, the tether connecting him to his ship spiraling out behind him across the short expanse of vacuum. Inside the ship, he found a near vacuum. Some crystalline fog, once a trace atmosphere, drifted out past him as he drifted in. A member of the ship’s crew, he guessed, floated dead in the air lock at roughly the center of a nimbus of tiny bits of debris. There was nothing interesting about any of it … except there, near one of the dead bot’s outstretched hands, floated the only thing in sight that gleamed smoothly even in the minimal light. It was a piece of some kind of metal, about half as long as Axer’s arm, with a hook at one end. The other end was pointed and marked with what looked like a series of runes or sigils.
Axer didn’t know what it was, but he knew someone somewhere would find it interesting. He touched it, held it, brought it closer so he could get a better look at it. Then he paused as more of the drifting crystals floated near him. He reached up and caught one of the crystals between finger and thumb, curious about what it was.
When he rubbed it between his fingers, it sparked.
When it sparked, it released a tiny bit of heat near the interior air lock door. That little bit of heat agitated a few molecules, and invisibly a threshold was reached.
Around Axer, the world exploded.
Later he would figure out that some latent energy from the portal failure had become crystallized by some process during the unthinkable pressures and dimensional stresses present in the interior of a Space Bridge. All it had taken was that little addition of pressure and heat from the compression of Axer’s thumb and forefinger, and all that energy had been released again.
He had drifted back to consciousness near a Space Bridge that obviously was not functioning well, the arcing energy between the two semicircular halves of its portal just a fizzle and the rest of it dark and splotched with cosmic rust. At first Axer had been convinced that one of his enemies—there were many—had set a trap for him on this shipwreck. Quickly, though, he recovered his senses and learned a little more about his surroundings. He soon abandoned that theory on the basis that no Cybertronian could have set such a trap without setting it off himself. Also, when he spun slowly around and saw that he was still tethered to his ship and that his ship was still intact, Axer realized that he had not been the victim of any real physical or kinetic discharge at all. He was unharmed. His ship was intact. The wreck even floated nearby, with the dead bot half in and half out of its open air lock.
But the world below him was not Cybertron.
Axer had many megacycles ago lost track of how long he had been on Junkion. He had worked hard to ingratiate himself into the Junkions’ odd culture, finding a place for himself as a trader and middleman. They had no use for a bounty hunter, it turned out, having virtually no crime—because they had virtually no wealth. Axer had discovered over millions of cycles that he did not mind this new role, but he did mind being away from Cybertron. He was curious what the Decepticons had done once Megatron had gotten the war he wanted. And, more to the point, if the Decepticons had won, Axer wanted in on the spoils.
He recently had gotten news from Cybertron via the spy hidden away in the complement of Autobots aboard the Ark, but not as much as he had wanted. There were too many gaps in his knowledge, and the brief conversation after the Ark’s arrival had whetted his appetite rather than satisfying it. “You don’t like it, fine,” the Autobot spy had said. “Go to Velocitron and wait for Megatron there. It won’t be long.”
Axer didn’t like that plan very much, but he had figured out that if Megatron could follow the Ark to Velocitron, he could follow it to Junkion. So Axer would have his meeting with the big bot, and sooner rather than later, from the sound of it.
Until then, there was the Shearbolt problem to deal with. Axer mentally ran through his leverage. Even if the killing was attributed to him, he thought he had enough chips in the pile to make the problem go away.
He kept watch on Optimus Prime as the Autobot leader, the leader, he realized, of all his enemies. He was looking at his own mortal enemy, the former data clerk. Axer had left Cybertron on his fateful prospecting mission on the very day the High Council had declared Orion Pax to be the new Prime. When he looked at this bot, he did not see the mighty leader of the Autobot resistance. He saw a pretender. How could this bot stand up to Megatron?
Axer was half convinced that he could surprise and eliminate this Optimus Prime all by himself. But he had not survived as long as he had in such a treacherous business as bounty hunting by choosing challenges rashly. He waited, and he watched. And he hoped Megatron would show up before this problem came to its inevitable crux.
When Ratchet returned with Jazz and Silverbolt, Sideswipe and Hound were there, too.
“We all thought this was big enough that we wanted to take a look,” Hound said. “Hope you don’t mind a bigger crowd.”
“Let’s not call too much attention to this yet,” Optimus Prime said. “Where’s Prowl?”
“He said he’d gotten a lead about Axer from another one of the Junkions and he was going to go run it down,” Jazz said.
Optimus Prime nodded. “Okay. Sideswipe, you and Jazz take a spin up along the ridge to see if any of the Junkions are watching us.”
“On our way,” Jazz said. “Let’s go.”
The terrain of Junkion was so rough that Cybertronians could go only in alt-form along the roads gouged out for the transport of raw materials and salvage. The two Autobots walked up to the crest of the ridge and turned to walk away from their landing site, toward where they first had encountered Wreck-Gar.
“Isn’t that Axer?” Hound said suddenly.
Optimus Prime looked. Jouncing down the slope from the ridgetop was a heavy-wheeled off-road cycle, blue and gray with red highlights.
“Looks like him,” Silverbolt said. “Wonder what he’s doing.”
“Find Prowl,” Optimus Prime said. “Hound. Go find Prowl right now.”
“Quick as I can,” Hound said.
Optimus Prime and Silverbolt watched him skirt the area around what they all now considered Axer’s ship and head back toward the landing site. The heavy cycle didn’t change its pace, and when it got to the roadbed, sure enough, it took Axer’s form again, and the suspicious bot moved quickly away in the direction Sideswipe had gone.
“You don’t think he’s following Sideswipe, do you?” Optimus Prime asked.
“Might be,” Silverbolt said. “But why?”
“There’s a lot of whys when it comes to this Axer,” said Optimus Prime.
“That’s true enough,” Silverbolt said. He looked down and watched as Ratchet worked through a careful examination of Shearbolt’s body. “Soon as Prowl is back, we should move this bot and tell Wreck-Gar.”
“Don’t rush me,” Ratchet said.
“Nobody’s rushing anyone,” Silverbolt said.
“Don’t talk to me,” Ratchet said.
“Then quit … never mind,” Silverbolt said. “Prime. You want me to follow Axer?”
“I don’t think so. I want to keep this low-profile,” Optimus Prime said. He didn’t want Silverbolt’s flight abilities to be remarked on. The Junkions didn’t seem hostile—they seemed, in fact, completely indifferent to the Autobot quest—but with a dead body at his feet, Optimus Prime thought that it was probably best to give away as little as possible to whoever on Junkion might have bad intentions.
“You’re not going to like this,” Ratchet said, returning Optimus Prime’s attention to the situation immediately at hand.
“What am I not going to like about it?” Optimus asked. Prowl arrived, and Optimus waved him in. “We’re about to get Ratchet’s report. Then you can go chase Axer,” he said. “We just spotted him.”
Prowl nodded, and Ratchet stood up. “I’ll cut to the important part,” he said. “This bot was killed violently and by surprise, by physical impact on the back of his head and neck. He was killed somewhere else and brought here; there are drag marks on his heels and the backs of his arms. My guess is he was working up on the rise over there, was ambushed, and then was dumped here. Axer may or may not have had anything to do with it directly.”
“What are you talking about?” Prowl said incredulously. “What are the odds that he was dumped in Axer’s ship and Axer didn’t know anything about it?”
“We haven’t established conclusively that this is Axer’s ship,” Ratchet said.
“It is,” Prowl said. “Unless you can show me another Junkion who isn’t really a Junkion and has been here a much shorter period than the rest of them. That’s the bot who belongs to this ship. Is there one other than Axer?”
“That’s the thing,” Ratchet said. “There might be. Well, that’s not exactly what I mean, but I will tell you this: Someone around here isn’t who we think.”
“This is killing me,” Silverbolt said. “Tell it.”
“Well, I’ve measured the Energon decay out of this bot according to well-established rates that Prowl, at least, will know all about … right, Prowl?”
“Right.”
Ratchet nodded and went on. “I did some brief scans to see if there was anything in the local atmosphere or conditions that would affect the rate of decay. I didn’t find anything, so it can be assumed that the rate of decay is roughly the same as it would have been on Cybertron.”
“And?” Optimus Prime prompted, hoping to get Ratchet to condense the next part of the explanation.
“And,” Ratchet said without looking at Optimus Prime, “what I found is that this bot was killed very shortly after our arrival. I’ll have to examine all of the logs first, but based on what I remember of how and when we left the Ark and presented ourselves to Wreck-Gar, I think this bot was dead almost—”
“Ratchet!” Prowl said in exasperation. “Get to the point! Was he or was he not alive when I talked to him on our first day here?”
Ratchet paused as if running through his evidence one more time before answering. “No. He was not.”
Prowl already had put together a follow-up, but having expected Ratchet to give the opposite answer, he was choking on his unspoken words. “Wha—” he began.
“This bot was dead when you spoke to whoever presented himself as Shearbolt,” Ratchet said. “I am one hundred percent certain of this. It is backed up by analysis. It is true.”
There was a silence as each of them reached the inevitable conclusion at his own pace. Even after understanding the truth of the situation, Optimus Prime could not quite bring himself to believe it. “Does that mean …?” He shook his head. “Can’t be.”
“What can’t be?” Silverbolt asked.
“A shapeshifter. There are stories,” Optimus Prime said.
Prowl regained his voice. “You always know the stories.”
“The shifters are supposed to be descended from Amalgamous Prime,” Optimus Prime said. “The trickster of the Thirteen. I did not think any still survived, but …”
“Is there someone who looked like Shearbolt? Is that who you talked to, Prowl?” Silverbolt cut in.
“It’s possible,” Prowl said grudgingly. “How would I know?”
“You wouldn’t, that’s the point,” Jazz said. “Prime, if we’ve got a shifter around … I mean, come on, Prime, they’re just stories, right?”
“Remember when the Thirteen were just stories, too?” Optimus Prime said. “Turns out more and more of those old stories are true. Maybe shifters …” He couldn’t quite bring himself to say it, but he was thinking it. He could tell the other Autobots were, too.
If there was a shifter among them, how would they know who it was?
Wreck-Gar arrived and looked down at the broken chassis of Shearbolt. Then he looked up at Optimus Prime. “How did you find him? What were you doing down here?”
“It’s a complicated story,” Optimus Prime said. “This is Axer’s ship, yes?”
“It is a very new ship,” Wreck-Gar said.
“Does that make it Axer’s?”
Wreck-Gar nodded. “It does. We have not discovered anything else so new around here. Only through one of the Space Bridges, and we almost never go through there because sometimes it’s dangerous and bots die! Too few Junkions to waste!”
Before Wreck-Gar could get too worked up, Optimus Prime redirected him. “Wreck-Gar. You can go through one of those Space Bridges?”
“Yes! But we don’t. Dangerous.”
“Which one?”
“Three of them don’t go anywhere,” Wreck-Gar said. “The other one, that one there?” He pointed at the one farthest away from where they stood. “It goes to a spot in the middle of empty space. We’ve been out there a few times to strip the wrecks and brought a couple of them back, but I don’t know why anybody would have built a Space Bridge that goes there. Lot of wasted effort. Plus dangerous!”
“What’s dangerous about it?” Silverbolt asked. The rest of the Autobots noted Wreck-Gar’s surprising lucidity. It worried them a little.
“You go there and then come back and tell me if I’m wrong,” Wreck-Gar said. He looked back at the broken body of Shearbolt. “But before that tell me which one of you did this.”
It was a dangerous moment. Wreck-Gar was not the most sophisticated bot in the universe, but he was big and angry and feeling keenly the responsibilities of being the leading Junkion. Optimus Prime knew all too well what might happen if he started to see the Autobots as an enemy; it could easily turn into a repeat of the situation on Velocitron.
Civil war, he thought. It happens wherever we go.
“Wreck-Gar,” Optimus Prime said. “We had reason to believe that there was a traitor in our midst before we left Velocitron.”
“Don’t care about Velocitron!” Wreck-Gar shouted. “Don’t even know what a Velocitron is! Tell me which bot did this! That bot is junk!”
“That’s the problem,” Optimus Prime said.
Ratchet stepped in and picked up the explanation. “Wreck-Gar, you see, the bot who did this then went around pretending to be Shearbolt.”
Wreck-Gar struggled with this, but he figured it out. “A robot in disguise?”
“No,” Ratchet said. “A shifter.”
“You expect me to believe shifters!?” Wreck-Gar raged. “You think I’m stupid junk?”
“No, we don’t think you’re stupid, Wreck-Gar. We didn’t believe it either until we found him,” Optimus Prime said. “Ratchet, explain the rest.”
Ratchet explained the decay rates of Energon leaving a dead Cybertronian and how the calculation of those rates led him inevitably to the conclusion that Shearbolt had been seen talking to Axer—and Prowl had talked to Shearbolt—after Shearbolt had been killed. “The only explanation is that a shifter took Shearbolt’s place,” he said. “And even given this evidence, we would be nervous about believing that if it were not for some strange events that took place on Velocitron.”
“Junk! Keep going,” Wreck-Gar demanded. “I want to hear.”
This was startling lucidity from Wreck-Gar, and Optimus Prime took full advantage. He picked up the story again, telling Wreck-Gar of the attempt to destroy the Ark and how their brief investigation had led them to the conclusion that there was a traitor. “At the time we thought the traitor was just clever and avoiding detection,” Optimus Prime said. “We have since reasoned that he must be a shifter as well because we have seen a bot looking like Shearbolt after Shearbolt himself was already dead. I am sorry that we did not make this discovery sooner.”
“I am sorry about that, too,” Wreck-Gar said.
After a cycle’s thought he said, “But past is junk! Who is this shifter? We must find him and punish him. If Megatron is coming, we must find him before that.”
After another cycle’s thought, Wreck-Gar continued. “Axer is to blame for this. I will break him down!”
“How do you know?” Ratchet said.
Prowl made a scoffing noise at Ratchet. “How much more evidence do you need?”
“I need no more evidence,” Wreck-Gar said. “I will go find Axer. You will talk to him. We will restore order to Junkion.”
“Good,” said Optimus Prime. “Then there is one more thing I would ask.”




The Ark was still being repaired, and the repairs were delayed because some of the resources that would have been devoted to it were being redirected toward the search for Axer, who had gone into hiding.
“He can’t stay hidden long,” said one of Wreck-Gar’s aides, a hauler named Detritus. “We’ll find him. And we’ll find him faster if you Autobots help.”
Optimus Prime added three Autobots to the hunt: Jazz, Prowl, and Silverbolt. He could trust them absolutely, he knew, and he also trusted any of the three to fight off an attempted ambush by the shapeshifter in whatever guise he might assume. While the search for Axer went on, Optimus Prime wrestled with some difficult decisions.
The Matrix was spurring him onward, telling him that he had to keep moving, that there was something to be found on the other side of one of the Space Bridges that hung in a shallow arc in the black sky over Junkion. Wreck-Gar had said only one of them worked, so Optimus Prime assumed that was the one he was supposed to traverse unless Wreck-Gar was wrong or the Matrix of Leadership unexpectedly had developed a sense of humor.
The Junkion leader had said that there was a ship graveyard on the other side of the bridge but nothing else. Did one of those wrecks contain something the Autobots needed, another part of the Star Saber or something else that would assist their quest? Optimus Prime could not imagine what it might be, but the lore of Cybertron was fertile on the topic of artifacts and the Matrix rarely spelled out the exact meaning of the directions it gave out.
To be Prime, Optimus thought, meant to be constantly in touch with forces that could not be entirely controlled or understood. Yet controlled and understood they must be, because the lives of every bot in the universe ultimately might depend on the Prime’s ability to make the correct decision about what to do and how.
It was not an ideal situation for peace of mind.
Sideswipe and Silverbolt had powered up one of the drifting wrecks in low orbit over Junkion. There was no reason to delay any longer. In fact, the discovery of Shearbolt’s murder and the accompanying revelation that there was a shifter somewhere on Junkion made it all the more urgent that Optimus Prime find out why the Matrix was pressing him with such urgency to traverse this nearby Space Bridge. He would go, of course. He could no more refuse the Matrix of Leadership than he could undo the ejection of the AllSpark. But he would go with a small team, and with any luck he would sort out the mystery of what exactly was drawing him to this graveyard among the stars. When he returned, if all went according to plan, the Ark would be repaired and the Autobots could resume the quest for the AllSpark itself.
Sideswipe and Ratchet. They would be his accompanying team. He would have liked to take Bumblebee and might yet decide to do that, but Bumblebee’s vocoder issues were very difficult to adjust to in situations in which instantaneous and clear communications might make the difference between life and death.
He decided to check in with Bumblebee, who was working on the Ark’s ancient weapons systems and trying to retrofit them into something approaching useful defensive ordnance. The young bot would get too frustrated to be a useful member of the team if Optimus Prime kept holding him back from the most interesting missions and assignments without explanation. On his way back to the Ark, Optimus instructed the team of Junkions guarding Axer’s ship to let no one pass without giving a password. To one of them he said quietly, “The password is ‘Iacon.’ No exceptions.” He moved on.
He found Bumblebee deep inside an access shaft between the inner bulkheads of the Ark’s passenger area and the hardened outer plating of its hull. The cramped space was a tangle of conduits and cables. Optimus Prime called to Bumblebee and led him onto the Ark’s bridge, where they could talk without the sounds of repairs echoing around. Like the rest of Junkion, the interior of the damaged section of the Ark was a cacophony. The crackle of arc welders and the echoing booms of huge pieces of alloy being maneuvered into position rang down the corridors and ricocheted around the rooms. The bridge of the Ark, insulated against external stimuli to provide better for clearheaded command decisions, was a most welcome oasis.
“Bumblebee,” Optimus Prime said. “How is your vocoder?”
Bumblebee chirped and beeped. Ratchet had worked hard on his vocoder but had not been able to recover Bumblebee’s powers of speech, and Optimus Prime had not yet learned to decipher the new language Bumblebee was capable of making. He could only guess at what Bumblebee meant most of the time.
“I wanted to let you know that I have had to keep you out of certain assignments because of difficulty communicating,” Optimus Prime said. Bumblebee clicked and whistled mournfully. “I know,” Optimus said. “You still have my trust. In fact, I would like you to accompany me on what might be a dangerous mission.”
Or might not be, he said to himself. But he could not relegate a valiant Autobot to permanent maintenance duty solely because there were communications obstacles. They needed Bumblebee, who had perked up considerably at Optimus Prime’s last words.
Optimus Prime laughed, but in a kindly way. “It will get you out of the ship for a while,” he said. “You want to take a trip over a Space Bridge?”
Bumblebee buried his face in his hands. Then he spread his arms wide and nodded emphatically.
Optimus Prime laughed again. He definitely needed Bumblebee around, just to lighten things up once in a while.
Especially if the alternative was Jazz’s jokes.




On Velocitron, an uneasy peace was holding in the aftermath of the pitched battle whose damage was still evident in the area surrounding the hangar and nearby buildings. Override had won, but she knew she had not seen the last of Ransack’s subversion. She kept a close eye on Ransack, and he did the same to her. He was not yet powerful enough to challenge her, and both of them knew it. They both also knew that he soon would be. The coming and going of the Autobots had broken open the simmering resentments and feuds between different factions of Velocitronians, and Override knew that the worsening resource shortages would only accelerate the rate at which her bots became Ransack’s bots.
She looked up at the sun, which was looming reddish and huge over the mountains. How much longer did they have? Her scientists—torn away from the most recent refinements in frictionless bearings and high-efficiency heat-kinesis converters—said that the star might exist for another solar cycle or another thousand. Or, they said with a collective shrug, it might begin its final expansion right now.
Velocitronians had never turned much of their attention to astronomy.
“Blueshift,” she said to one of the scientists whom she had asked to accompany her on one of her daily mind-clearing sojourns into one of the flat, dusty expanses not yet paved over. They were preserved for off-road races and other recreational activities. Blueshift had come willingly, not just out of a sense of duty but because he was one of the few Velocitronians she knew who had big ideas about speed. He wanted to see if he could make Velocitronians fly like the Autobot Silverbolt. He had even speculated on possible ways to move the planet of Velocitron itself, turning it into a vehicle that all Velocitronians could ride to a better star that would last more than the next few solar cycles.
Velocitron needed big ideas, and Blueshift had them. “Blueshift,” she said. “If Cybertron cannot save us and we are about to be dragged into a war because Ransack is a fool, what should we do?”
“That is a question for a philosopher or a general, Override,” Blueshift said carefully. “Not a scientist. I am of a more engineering bent.”
“I know. Treat it as a problem,” she said. “Work the problem. What are some possible elements of a solution?”
Blueshift thought about this as they drew farther and farther away from Delta. “Some possible elements of a solution,” he repeated some time later. “Evacuate the planet. Rely on Autobot success. Kill Ransack.”
None of those sounded like good ideas to Override, but she had to confess that all three had crossed her mind with more and more regularity these past orbital cycles. The time might be coming, she thought, when Velocitron had to confront the fact that there was more to existence than going fast.
She had just formed the thought and was about to put it into words for Blueshift to gauge his reaction when something appeared against the face of the sun.
“Override,” Blueshift said, pointing.
She nodded. “I see it, too.”
For a long, long moment that in reality was probably no longer than a nanoklik she stood contemplating the expansion of Velocitron’s sun and the death of everything she had ever known. Including, of course, herself. She found herself at peace. Override did not want to die and did not want those Velocitronians who relied on her to die, either. She did not want her planet destroyed. But seeing one’s sun in its death throes … Either you grew fatalistic in the face of such inevitability or you spent the rest of your short life span raging against that which could not be changed.
“It is time, Blueshift,” she said.
But the scientist was shaking his head. He had out a portable viewer with its lenses heavily angled and polarized. “Something huge is passing in front of the sun,” he said. “It is on its way here, and the reason it looks so huge is because …” He paused, then lowered the viewer and pointed. “Because it is very close, you see?”
Override looked. A ship larger than any she had ever seen came out of the sun. It passed over their heads, and they craned their necks to follow it. “It is on its way to Delta,” Blueshift said.
“Then that’s where we need to go, too,” Override said. “And fast.”
“Is there any other way?”
Outside the great hangar where Velocitron’s finest racers were preparing for the heavy circuit of qualifying rounds that would determine the field for the next Speedia, Hightail also was looking at the sky. He saw the ship as well and watched as it decelerated toward the surface and then came to a hovering halt a half klik above the speedway. A door dropped open from underneath the immense craft, and a smaller ship emerged. It landed not far from Hightail, at the edge of the staging area where race teams made their final preparations.
Decepticons, was Hightail’s first thought. They are here. So that would make the enormous figure looming over the rest of the landing party Megatron.
He debated what to do. Best not to let on immediately that he had talked to 777. In fact, the best course of action was probably to keep quiet and stay out of the way. So that was what he did. He went back into the hangar and busied himself there until the landing bots strode in. They had all manifested weapons. Hightail took a closer look at them. A motley assortment of bots, bearing signs of old wounds and nonstandard customizations.
The largest of them, which Hightail originally had taken to be Megatron, stepped forward out of the group. “Bah-weep-graaaahnah wheep ni ni bong.” The assembled Velocitronians answered with the same. Even as isolated as they had been, they had not forgotten the universal greeting. After this courtesy, the Velocitronians waited. The giant bot at the head of the visitors’ group took another step forward and looked them over closely.
“Are there Cybertronians here?” he growled.
Override, on the far side of the hangar, watched through the silence that fell after that question. She almost answered him but held herself back. She did not like answering questions when she did not know the reason they were being asked.
“ARE THERE CYBERTRONIANS HERE?” the bot bellowed.
His aggression spurred Override into action. She came to meet him from the far side of the hangar. “This is Velocitron, not Cybertron,” she said. “I’m in charge here.”
“Is that right?” The leader of the visitors stepped up close to her, towering over her and bending to put his face right in hers. “If you want to stay that way, you’ll bring out your Cybertronians. Now.”
“She is a Cybertronian!” came a voice thundering from the other side of the hangar, the corner nearest to where Override had been. Ransack emerged from the shadows there, one arm extended directly at Override. “And anyone who stands with her!”
“You lie,” Override spit. “But even if it was true, what shame is there in being a Cybertronian?”
She felt herself seized and spun around, and before she could fully register her reaction—shock, indignation, anger, and a little pain—she found herself face to face with the gargantuan leader of the … “Who are you?” she demanded.
“Are you Cybertonian?”
“No,” she said firmly.
“Cybertronians were here, though,” the huge bot said. “I tracked them here. Their ship leaves a special energy trail from an isotope of the fuel. I have reasons. I have evidence. And I assure you I have a legitimate grievance against Cybertron. I will have my satisfaction.”
“I told you!” Ransack shouted. “She’s Cybertronian!”
One of Override’s most trusted bots—later she would learn that it was Blurr, but in the chaos of the moment she didn’t know—blasted Ransack off his feet with an electro-laser pulse.
Ransack’s thugs immediately deployed weapons and began shooting at any target that presented itself. The invaders brought their own weapons to bear. Over the sounds of explosions and energy discharges, their leader roared again, “Give no quarter!”
On Velocitron, that was how the war began in earnest.




I am unable to stop considering the possibility that we can send word to Optimus Prime. Wheeljack assures me that he has found a way—using remnant energies that still abound in the Well of the AllSpark and the devastated partial consciousness of Vector Sigma —to break open a brief passageway through the continuum of space and time. It could be used, he suggests, to send either a message of some sort … or a bot.
We have talked at great length about which is the more desirable course, Wheeljack and I. He advocates for a message, and I find myself in the unaccustomed position of articulating a more radical position.
Of course, I have the glimmerings of a plan whose entire outline I cannot yet divulge to Wheeljack. This frustrates him. It frustrates me as well. Ideally, I would want lines of communication to be completely open, but in wartime this is of course not possible. Still, I understand how Wheeljack must feel knowing that I have decided there are things he must not know. If our communications are compromised, the consequences could be disastrous. Wheeljack’s innovation, if it works as he believes it will, could also be put to nefarious use by Shockwave.
And there lies the real reason for both my reluctance
to communicate openly and my advocacy of the radical step of sending a bot over this untested and dangerous channel: We may only get to do this once.
If Wheeljack has discovered this delivery system, we must assume that Shockwave has as well. And if it is possible to communicate with those who have left—in however rudimentary a fashion—then it will not be long before Megatron, learning of this method, uses it to pick up the trail of the Ark.
Should that happen, we must do whatever we can to make sure that Optimus Prime knows that pursuit is coming.
No. It is time to be more decisive than that. We must assume the worst, that Megatron is already on the Autobots’ trail. Wheeljack’s innovation must be tested, and the only way to test it is to use it. A courageous volunteer from among the depleted ranks of the Autobots will ride between the dimensions and, if all goes well, emerge wherever the Matrix of Leadership is currently located.
It occurs to me that if this does not work—if it goes wrong in any of the myriad of ways it could go wrong—I will, in all likelihood, never know. Perhaps I will never know even if it works perfectly. I must consult Wheeljack about this and see if there are ways for the device to return information along the same path it has traversed with a physical passenger.
It cuts strongly against my instincts to undertake so speculative a course of action. Yet in a battle whose sides are so asymmetrical in strength, every fleeting advantage must be seized and deployed the moment its worth is understood. This discovery of Wheeljack’s might only work once … but work once it must.
This decision in hand, I turn now to considering which of the Autobots would be best suited to this mission. I dare not send any of the seasoned officers and leaders. There are too few, and the loss of any of them
would demoralize our rank and file, already stretched to the breaking point. For millions of solar cycles, they have been a micron away from losing their resolve, but just at the point of snapping they discover that last extra resilience that keeps them going through one more battle, one more campaign, one more orbit.
I, too, must keep my resolve. Recent events have made this both more necessary and more difficult as I feel the attention of the Decepticons beginning to focus more intently on me.
Shockwave has been here. Here, in my study, he sat in the chair where once Orion Pax came to me for consultation on difficult points of cataloging and the minutiae of archival work. I do not know how he found his way past security. I heard nothing, and no alarm went off. After his visit I discovered that the two Autobots set to guard the door that leads from the public areas of the Hall of Records to the inner chambers had seen nothing. This, perhaps, unsettles me more than the fact of the visit itself.
But I am getting ahead of myself. I was researching the locations of Space Bridges when I looked up to see Shockwave present, just inside the door of my study.
“Alpha Trion,” this mad destroyer of bots said, “I observe you.”
I acknowledged this statement but did not respond, since no useful response presented itself.
“You are a traitor,” Shockwave said.
“I preexist your Decepticon ideal by some millions of cycles,” I said. “It is hard for me to understand how I can be a traitor to ideals that I neither subscribed to nor promulgated but opposed from the beginning. Call me enemy if you wish. But do not call me traitor.”
Shockwave is not used to being opposed. He runs his affairs on Cybertron the way he always ran his laboratories: with madness and brilliance, shocking cruelty coexisting
with exhilarating discoveries. No matter what, though, the only voice of control is always his own. Even Megatron largely left him alone. He regularly denounces bots and on the strength of those denunciations has them destroyed or consigned to his experimental facilities in the ruins below Crystal City. From that dark place no bot returns unchanged. The ruined surface of Cybertron more and more is home to Shockwave’s failed experiments—what he prefers to call his “intermediate subjects.”
Some of them, it must be said, have come over to the Autobot side and made valuable contributions. Like any other zealot with aspirations toward despotism, Shockwave finds the sight of his own misakes repellent. They have thus become invisible. Referring to them in any way is strongly discouraged, and woe betide the bot who attempts to help one of these unfortunates.
This outcast status makes them perfect spies and perpetrators of acts of espionage. Shockwave is quick to label those acts terrorist, but no thinking bots can take that seriously when they see the remorseless machinery of his show trials and his horrific experimental dungeons.
All of this knowledge and experience made me a bit nervous when I was talking to him, but I am one of the Thirteen. I do not show fear, whether I feel it or not.
“Enemy, then,” he said.
“Yes, enemy. Are you here to parley, then, or have you come on a more violent errand?” A part of me I had thought long dead—the part that gloried in the battles among the Thirteen and the first great wars in the early days of Cybertron—that part of me almost wished that Shockwave had come to arrest or destroy me. I was ready for battle.
Yet I did not wish to remove myself from the Autobots’ fight. I was never the mightiest warrior, though I
was mightier than many of my enemies supposed; I found my true value to any side in a conflict was the marshaling of knowledge and information. Strength of arm and accuracy of optic are not what wins wars. Putting soldiers in the right place at the right time is what wins wars. Will win wars.
Shockwave came to the Hall of Records at Iacon expecting my will to fail. Instead, I watched as his own resolve—whatever it had been—crumbled, revealing him for the petty dictator he was.
“I came only to warn you,” he said. “Your current course of action is most unhealthy.”
“It has served me well these billions of solar cycles,” I said. “I would be a fool to change now.”
Shockwave took his leave then, since I would not back down before him and he is not, in the end, possessed of courage when his opponent is not either greatly outnumbered or physically restrained. But he will be back. Of that I have no doubt. He will in all likelihood bring Decepticon militia.
It is time, I expect, to bring the Wreckers in for a consultation about how to repel an assault on the Hall of Records.
It is also time to see if this invention of Wheeljack’s will work. I have a volunteer in mind. I expect he will be ready and willing; it remains to be seen whether he or Wheeljack is able.
Optimus Prime has been gone a short time, but it feels like much longer. I wonder if, when he has been gone for a long time, he will recede into that nebulous territory of story that is the final destination of all real things. If so, what kind of Cybertron will he return to find?
It is times like these when I wish I could read the pages of the Covenant that spell out the future. I understand why this is not possible, however; to know the future is to imprison yourself in it—or to create a new
one, in which case your initial knowledge was not knowledge, after all. Would we really want a future we could change? Or is it better to not know the future and to create it from an endless succession of present moments?
I had better put the philosophizing on a secondary circuit. If Shockwave is getting ready to move against me, there are a number of preparations I must make.
And if, as I fear, Megatron will soon pick up the Autobots’ trail, I must set in motion some …
I was about to say desperate plans. But perhaps I should characterize them as bold.




“We have a signal from Velocitron, Optimus,” Ratchet said. “A distress signal. It’s—”
“Let me hear it,” Optimus Prime said.
Ratchet reset the file on the Ark’s media systems and restarted it. The voice that came out was immediately recognizable as Blurr. “Optimus Prime! Autobots! Jazz! We need help, we need help, they came all of a sudden and now Override and Ransack are at war. Not just the fight in the hangar like before. It’s war here, and all because of—”
The transmission cut out.
“Run it again,” Optimus Prime commanded.
Ratchet did.
“Can you cut out Blurr’s voice and run it one more time with just the background noises?”
“Give me just a klik,” Ratchet said. He leaned over to ask Sideswipe something, then ran the entire harvested signal through a filter. “Okay. This should be it.”
The file ran again. Every bot on the Ark’s bridge except Optimus Prime listened closely to try to hear what had made him want to run the whole thing again. Optimus Prime listened for confirmation of something he thought he had heard.
There. In the background, close to the end of the message, a roar:
… Cybertronians!
The signal ended. Into the silence that followed, Optimus Prime said, “Sound familiar?”
“Megatron,” Jazz said. “He’s on our trail.”
“That’s what it sounds like,” Optimus Prime said. “If he tracked us to Velocitron, he’ll probably be able to track us here as well. We’ll need to be ready.”
“Or we need to go back,” Silverbolt said.
Optimus considered this. “Perhaps,” he said. “Is it more important to do that or to make sure we get the Star Saber put together?”
“I don’t know,” Jazz said. “Are you leading all bots, or are you leading a resistance against Decepticons?”
This was the crux. Optimus had no good answer. “We will return to Velocitron,” he said. “But not until we have figured out the Star Saber puzzle. It won’t do anyone any good if we sacrifice ourselves without removing the Decepticon threat.”
There was silence around the room. Optimus Prime knew that some of his closest friends disagreed with the decision. They wanted to go back to Velocitron immediately and square off with Megatron where they could be sure that Override would fight with them. Optimus Prime also knew that they were keeping their disagreements to themselves out of respect for him as Prime. There was a gulf between him and them. The responsibility was his, the decision was his, and they would all have to live with the consequences.
He had three pieces of the Star Saber—if indeed that was what the fragments would form once they were assembled. “We don’t know for certain that was Megatron,” he said. “Are any of you sure?”
He waited, but none of the Autobots present could answer in the affirmative. “Our choice is to head back to Velocitron on the strength of a garbled signal that may or may not contain a voiceprint that may or may not be Megatron’s … or move ahead with the quest the Matrix has given us. It seems to me the choice is clear.”
There was no dissent, at least none spoken out loud. “It is decided, then. Now we must get our next step figured out,” he said.
“And how do we do that?” Ironhide asked.
“If I was looking for answers about a broken sword,” Optimus Prime said, “I might look for the place that sword was made.”
“So you want to go find Solus Prime’s forge,” Jazz said. “Great. Why didn’t you just say so?”
“It may not be as hard as you think. As any of you might think,” Optimus Prime said. “In fact, I’m starting to think that we’re going to find more of Cybertron’s history out here than we ever could have imagined.”
“Here’s hoping,” Jazz said. “Long as we don’t just find more junk.”
Optimus Prime kept on with his optimistic demeanor until he was alone again, and only then did he give full vent to his misgivings. What if he couldn’t find Solus Prime’s tomb? What if he couldn’t find all the pieces of the Star Saber? What if he did find all of the Star Saber’s pieces but then couldn’t use the forge to reassemble them?
Too many ifs. Remember, Optimus Prime told himself, when there are too many variables, decide on the outcome you want and act to make it happen.
He wanted to find the rest of the Star Saber. With one hand over the Matrix of Leadership, his palm tingling ever so slightly from its constant emission of powerful and ancient energy, Optimus Prime asked himself: Where might that last piece be?
He could not figure out what the existing three pieces had in common apart from their being practically indistinguishable. The stories said there were five, though. And some of the stories spoke of guardians, each charged with guarding a particular piece of the Saber. If Optimus Prime’s recent experience was any indication, those guards no longer were performing their functions.
Which meant … what, exactly? That the pieces of the Saber had lost whatever power they once might have possessed? Or simply that the guardians, like the universe, had aged?
I will go forward, Optimus Prime resolved. I have spoken to one of the Thirteen, I have seen some of the great artifacts of Cybertronian civilization. I cannot stop believing now. There are five pieces of the Star Saber until I find out definitively otherwise. And there is a way to put them back together.
The answer, he felt certain—and here the Matrix, Optimus Prime could tell, agreed—was on the other side of that Space Bridge.
So that was where he would go.




Prowl had kept up nearly constant surveillance of Axer since the discovery of the ship with Shearbolt’s body in it, but Axer was a difficult bot to track. His bounty-hunting experience had given him a keen sensitivity to pursuit as both pursuer and quarry. At first Prowl tried trolling through Axer’s known haunts, the various places around the rim of the main pit where he was known to broker deals and occasionally provide services for gullible or desperate Junkions.
That did not work, so Prowl fell back on another old investigator’s technique: examining the movements of the suspect’s known associates.
Problem was, Axer had no known associates on Junkion. The only bots Prowl had ever seen him speak to were the disguised traitor and Prowl himself. So who else’s actions could Axer be expected to monitor or duplicate?
Optimus Prime, of course.
On the Ark, Prowl checked in to see if Optimus would permit him to backtrack his locations since he had arrived on Junkion.
“I’ve told you everywhere I’ve gone,” Optimus Prime said.
“It would help to have a visual representation,” Prowl said apologetically. He did not like pressing his leader for details. It felt disloyal.
“Fine,” Optimus Prime said, and fed from his personal records a moment-by-moment six-axis datastream of every place he had been on Junkion.
“Thank you, Optimus,” Prowl said. “You are not a suspect.”
“Good to know,” said Optimus Prime.
Running the locations, Prowl found more or less what he would have expected: numerous trips back and forth between the Ark and the great pit where Wreck-Gar spent most of his time. There were also a few brief excursions to the location of Axer’s ship, which Prowl also had visited extensively. No help there. Then he found one side trip that caught his attention right away.
“Down,” said Prowl as if it had never occurred to him before. Which it hadn’t, not in this way. He had thought Axer might hide among the machinery at the bottom of the pit or in the side caves dug out of its terraces. But he had not anticipated the possibility that Axer would hide down in a vertical exploratory shaft that reached, apparently, most of the way to the center of Junkion.
Prowl transformed and rolled out along the Rim Road, feeling suddenly as if time was very, very short.
Prowl caught Axer coming up out of the same shaft Optimus Prime had explored two orbital cycles before. “Axer,” he said. “We need to talk.”
Axer’s answer was a fusillade from his blaster and a screeching getaway, his tires spinning even before he had fully occupied alt-form. Prowl transformed, too, and took off after him, but Axer’s heavy two-wheel setup was much better suited to the broken landscape around the shafts than was Prowl’s city-designed alt-from. And Prowl didn’t have time to scan anything else, aside from the fact that he hated the idea of scanning. He’d had the same alt-form since he came out of the Well, and he didn’t feel like changing it to suit the demands of an interstellar trash heap and the trashy traitorous bots who inhabited it.
Instead he stayed as close as he could to Axer and then, when Axer was just about to get away, risked a shot from what he called his Investigator Special.
The Investigator Special fired a single low-velocity slug that splattered a hyperconductive gel over the target on impact. Generally, the effect of the hyperconductivity was twofold: One, electrical signals from the target’s immediate environment interfered with the target’s internal signals; two, the target’s internal signals started to go places they weren’t supposed to go.
Prowl was a pretty good shot, and scored a hit squarely on Axer’s frame, just behind the front wheel.
Axer shot straight up in the air, front wheel suddenly locked and back wheel revved into a screaming spin almost too fast for Prowl to track the rotational motion of its spokes. Crashing back down into a shallow conical pit of rubber hoses, Axer got halfway back to bot-form before Prowl had tackled him and, taking full advantage of the disabling effect of the Investigator Special, pounded him into complete submission.
Then Prowl put him in stasis cuffs and stood up to wait for the Investigator Special to wear off. It would take a while.
He debated letting Optimus Prime know but decided to put it off for the moment. Prime had enough to worry about in getting the Ark put back together and figuring out how to go about traversing a Space Bridge that apparently went nowhere. Prowl could handle this interrogation for now. “Axer,” he said.
Axer responded with something incomprehensible that sounded a bit like the beep-and-whistle codes semisentient mechas used to avoid collisions.
“Axer,” Prowl said again a little while later.
“Get slagged,” Axer said.
Prowl grinned. “Ah, you’re back.” He squatted next to Axer, who was lying on his side with his wrists bound behind him and another set of stasis cuffs binding him at midshin. “Let’s talk.”
“Nothing to talk about,” Axer said.
“Oh, I think there is,” Prowl said. “Or maybe I should go down into that shaft, find whatever it is you found, and then come back and ask you about it.”
Axer was silent for a long time.
“Work it out quick, whatever it is,” Prowl said. “I can always turn you over to Wreck-Gar.”
That was something Prowl was sure Axer would not want. Wreck-Gar already had convicted Axer for Shearbolt’s murder. There had never been a murder on Junkion, according to Wreck-Gar, but now that there had been, he was going to make sure that there was never another. Axer’s life would end very shortly if he was placed in Wreck-Gar’s custody, and Prowl had a feeling Axer knew it.
“How about this?” Axer said. “We make a trade.”
“What do you have to trade?”
“More than you might think,” Axer said.
Prowl waited. And kept waiting. They were far enough away from the Rim Road that they were not immediately apparent against the jumble of the landscape, but it would not be long before some curious bot noticed their energy signatures, or motion, or light and came out to investigate. At that point, Prowl thought, he would have no choice but to hand Axer over to Wreck-Gar.
When he had counted to a thousand and Axer still had not said anything, Prowl explained his thinking.
“Your traitor is Makeshift,” Axer said right away. “But he’s pretending to be Hound.”
“That’s a start,” Prowl said. “Now give me the rest.”
“Prowl, you and me are the same. You know I’m not just going to tell you.”
“Axer, you’re a bounty hunter with a sadism problem. I am an intelligence operative and law enforcement officer who has never deliberately inflicted pain on anyone in the course of an interrogation,” Prowl said. “We are nothing alike.”
“Suit yourself, Autobot,” Axer said.
“If we were anything alike, Wreck-Gar would already have you and you’d probably be going into one of the furnaces,” Prowl said. “Feet first.”
“Makeshift? Really?” Silverbolt couldn’t believe it and Optimus Prime couldn’t, either. “Hound is Makeshift?”
“Hound and Shearbolt,” said Prowl. “And how many other bots, we don’t know. Someone on Velocitron, no doubt, either to plant the bomb or to spread Decepticon ideas.”
“Prowl,” said Optimus Prime. “How do we catch him and hold him?”
“Catching him shouldn’t be hard at all if he doesn’t know we’re coming,” said Prowl.
Jazz chuckled. “Notice he didn’t say anything about holding him.”
“That’s going to be the hard part,” Prowl said. “Shifters—I’ve never seen one, but I researched them when Axer told me about Makeshift. From what I read, they can assume any shape that’s about the same mass as they are. So Makeshift could in theory change himself into a shape that would get out of any kind of prison except for a completely sealed bubble of some kind.”
“Easy enough to make one of those,” Wreck-Gar said. “But why prison? Junk like that doesn’t deserve to live!”
Optimus Prime shook his head. “Autobots are not executioners. Find me a prison that will hold him. If you can’t find one, make one.”
“I have an idea,” Sideswipe said.
They all turned to him, and he began to explain.




“Hound, report to Ark bridge for debrief. Hound, report—”
“Oh, there you are,” Jazz said, coming up next to Hound. “Hear the call? Optimus wants to ask you something about the electronics. He asked me, but I couldn’t figure it out. Something about internal communications conduits not making frequency transfers. Oh, and I think he wants you to come on our little jaunt through the Space Bridge.”
“No kidding? That would be great!” Hound said. He and Jazz followed the arched central access passage up the spine of the Ark from the engine room where Hound apparently had been running reports on the progress of the fuel-system repairs. Jazz made a mental note to look over those reports later and reexamine everything.
“Oh, hang on,” he said, touching a hand to his ear as if receiving a private communication. “We’re in here.”
He led Hound down a side passage that branched toward the Ark’s main engineering lab. Off the lab research floor were several smaller compartments used as research or meeting spaces. Jazz saw Optimus Prime in one of them. “Here we go,” he said. “I guess Optimus’s got some kind of plan laid out he wants us to see and some new gadgets, too. I know Silverbolt’s been working with the Junkions on a couple of things that will make sure we get through the Space Bridge, so maybe that’s it.”
“Good, glad you could make it,” Optimus Prime said as the two bots entered. “Jazz, let’s shut the door. If there’s a traitor among us, better that we keep certain things private.”
“You got it, Optimus,” Jazz said.
When the door was shut, Optimus Prime turned to Hound and patted him on the shoulder. “You’ve done very well,” he said. “Well enough that I think it’s time you took on some new responsibilities.”
“Your faith is gratifying, Prime,” Hound said.
“There is a special mission that the three of us must go on,” Optimus Prime said. “It is critical to the success of the Autobot cause. And it involves going across a Space Bridge that has been unused in so long that no bot can be sure what will happen the next time it is crossed.”
“Understood. I am ready,” Hound said.
“Silverbolt, Sideswipe, and the engineering team have put together fail-safes,” Optimus Prime said, holding up three oblong black components with a single liquid display field glowing a dark orange. “If something goes wrong with the Space Bridge, these will pull us out and return us to space near Junkion.”
“We think,” Jazz muttered.
“Right. We think.” Optimus Prime buckled his component around his left wrist, then handed one to Jazz. “It’s better than anything else we have.”
“Especially since we’ve got to worry about whether the traitor on the Ark might have laid a trap in the Space Bridge. This thing might also be able to trace whoever it is that’s been sabotaging the Ark,” Jazz said, strapping his own component on.
“Here you go, Makeshift,” Optimus Prime said, tossing the third component to him.
Makeshift reached for it, then froze as he registered the use of his true name simultaneously with his parsing of Jazz’s comment about tracing the saboteur, then jerked his hand away from the component as if it were a bomb. The component hit the floor. The Hound-form racked its weapons and filled the small space with the concussions of its autorifle. Jazz somersaulted away, and Optimus Prime dodged laterally in the other direction; even in such a confined space, it paid to move two potential targets farther apart.
“Took you long enough!” Makeshift said over the din of his weapons. Then Jazz shut him up with a photon-rifle blast that caught him square in the center of his mass, dropping him to his knees.
Optimus Prime catapulted himself over the conference table to deliver a smashing kick to the side of Makeshift’s head. The shifter spun on one knee, tried to get up, and crashed into the ground.
Something started to happen to Makeshift even as he hit the floor, and when he began to get to his feet again, it became more apperent.
Or less, as it were.
His form grew fluid, his features indistinct. Colors washed across him, and with spasmodic motions he began to flicker through shapes faster than any watching bot’s optics could track. He could have been any of them at any moment; at one point Optimus Prime was sure he saw himself. All the while a rush of incomprehensible sounds poured from him, imitated voices and overheard bits of conversation merging together into a sonic avalanche that began to overwhelm Optimus Prime’s audio arrays.
Optimus stepped forward and touched a stud on the command console just inside the doorway. “Stasis field,” he said.
Nothing happened to him or to Jazz because they both were equipped with components identical to the one Optimus had tossed to Makeshift. They were stasis-field bafflers, used by loading and unloading crews to facilitate the handling of cargo that had to be transported within such fields. Not having one, Makeshift froze, features of a dozen or more different bots blending into one another across various parts of his limbs and torso. But his face was Hound.
“That face isn’t going to fool us anymore,” Optimus Prime said.
“Everything always fools you,” Makeshift said. “Megatron was right about a lot of things, but he especially knew you. Naive, he said. Vulnerable because you keep on insisting that the best in bots might show through even when all the evidence is to the contrary. You don’t get it, Prime.” He sneered as he said the last word. “You’re not just fighting Megatron; you’re fighting the natural law of the universe. Kill or be killed. Use resources or become a resource. Conservation of energy demands it.”
“Conservation of energy is for molecules,” said Optimus Prime. “Which makes it a perfect way for Megatron to get his point across, since he thinks all Decepticons are worthless motes. When he says ‘peace through tyranny,’ you think he means for everyone execpt Makeshift? Who’s fooling who?”
Frozen in the stasis field, Makeshift couldn’t move or change expression. The only reason his voice worked was that his vocoder could transmit without physical motion. “The difference between Autobots and Decepticons is that a billion cycles from now, or ten billion, Megatron will still be around. You and the rest of the Autobots won’t.”
“I don’t care about a billion cycles from now,” Optimus Prime said. “I care about the present, when you’re in a stasis field on my ship and I’m asking the questions.”
“And whatever you do to me, librarian, I’m not answering them.”
Optimus Prime laughed. Librarian? That had always been Megatron’s favorite pejorative for him. Apparently it had spread to his Decepticon acolytes, too. “I’ll keep asking them until you answer. And you will. I’m not worried about that.”
“Think again,” Makeshift said. “My abilities make me highly resistant to pain.”
“But not, apparently, to melodrama,” said Optimus Prime. “Torture is not the way Autobots work. You’ve been around Decepticons too long. As a matter of fact, if you’re worried about torture, you’re lucky Shockwave never got you into his laboratory. He would have done just about anything to find out how you’re able to do what you do.”
He let Makeshift take it as a threat and watched the implications settle into the trapped bot’s face. The stasis field thrummed, and iridescent colors flowed across its surface, visible manifestations of its damping effect on Makeshift’s shape-changing ability. “That never occurred to you, did it?” Optimus Prime went on. “It’s not Autobots you need to worry about when it comes to torture and tyranny.”
Makeshift did not answer. Optimus Prime poked a finger at the edge of the stasis field, feeling it resist his fingertip, yielding but pushing back when he withdrew the finger. “So why did Megatron send you?” he asked. “He’s got a lot of Decepticons, but you’re the one he decided to send off on a death mission with a bunch of doomed Autobots on a ship that is having trouble holding together. Doesn’t sound like he thinks you’re all that valuable.”
“What do we care about why he did it?” Jazz said. “He did it. That’s all we need to know.”
“There is much still to learn,” Optimus Prime said. Prowl entered with Ironhide. They stood quietly observing.
“What was your charge?” Optimus asked. “Were you ordered to sabotage us or destroy us?”
Makeshift was silent.
“Did Megatron tell you he would come and find you wherever you were stranded once we had been destroyed? Or were you waiting for him to catch up?” Still silence from Makeshift. “If you don’t answer me, Makeshift, I do not know how to sentence you.”
Interrogations took time. Optimus Prime knew this. He had over the course of the war on Cybertron become a patient interrogator, but he did not have the leisure to conduct a good interrogation now. If Makeshift was going to resist him, Optimus would have to abandon the interrogation and go on as they had before, except with the additional burden and complication of a prisoner, a shapeshifting prisoner with experience infiltrating the Autobots and intimate knowledge of their vessel and the habits of many of its passengers and crew.
That was not acceptable. Yet it might, mused Optimus Prime, be the case whether or not he found it acceptable. “Makeshift,” he said. “Do you know where you come from?”
“The same place everyone else comes from.”
“Maybe. But everyone else can’t do what you do. Does that mean that maybe you came from somewhere else? Or does it mean that you should be letting an exgladiator boss you around and waste your unique abilities on missions like this one?”
“If you’re going to give me short-circuited metaphysics about why I’m different,” Makeshift said, “please just go ahead and torture me to death.”
“Did you convert some Velocitronians to the Decepticon side?” Optimus Prime asked.
Silence again. “Seems like maybe we ought to turn him over to the Junkions,” Prowl said. “Their jurisdiction, after all. I mean the Shearbolt killing.”
Wreck-Gar no doubt would have Makeshift rendered to his basic elements, thought Optimus Prime, so of course they could not do that. At times it was mightily inconvenient to believe in a code of ethics and individual rights.
“Not a bad idea,” Jazz said. “And legally consistent, even.”
“What do you think, Optimus?” Prowl asked. “Truth is, the Shearbolt case is Wreck-Gar’s. We shouldn’t be dealing with it.”
Optimus Prime thought about it and let Makeshift think about it. Then he began to repeat his previous question. “Did you—”
“Yes,” Makeshift cut him off. “I spoke to some Velocitronians about Megatron. They knew me as 777. That was my gladiator name in the pits of Kaon. I have known Megatron longer than you, librarian. Say about him what you will, you will never understand him without having been in the pits.”
“I have spent altogether too much time trying to understand Megatron,” Optimus Prime said. “Which Velocitronians did you speak to?”
“If you were there, you would know. If you ever return, the question will answer itself.”
“Have you done the same here on Junkion?”
“Yes,” Makeshift said, and a tiny alarm went off in Optimus Prime’s head. Makeshift was lying. But the phrasing of the question, Optimus reflected, might have left him enough wiggle room to tell the truth and still mislead his interrogator. He let it slide for the moment, his mind on other things, specifically, the pieces of the Star Saber … Something about them constantly pricked and nagged at him, his consciousness of the problem obscuring his sense that the solution was right there if only he could get a nanoklik of clarity to see it.
Still Makeshift did not answer, but Optimus Prime found his silence instructive.
He shifted from questions to accusations. “You led a plot to destroy the Ark. You betrayed the principles of the Autobots and seeded a rebellion on Velocitron. Your actions have caused damage to numerous individual bots and to the cause of Cybertronian liberty. And perhaps worst of all, you have broadcast our position to Megatron, as the recent distress signal from Velocitron indicates.”
“Megatron can find you himself, and you don’t know that signal had anything to do with Megatron,” Makeshift said.
The same tiny alarm that previously had made Optimus Prime believe Makeshift was lying now told him that the captive Decepticon spy was, against all expectations, telling the truth. The Matrix was speaking. “Even if I believe that,” Optimus Prime said, “your crimes are still many and serious. As Prime, I sentence you to confinement until I deem it time to release you.”
“Wait,” Makeshift said. “You can’t just leave me in this stasis field.”
“I sure can,” Optimus Prime said.
“No!” Makeshift looked genuinely afraid. “I can’t stay in one shape forever! It—you don’t understand. I …” His expression changed, became a little more calculating. “I’ll trade you. You need to know something that I know. I’ll trade it for being let out of the stasis field.”
Optimus Prime thought about it.
“Don’t,” said Prowl.
“Let’s hear it,” Optimus Prime said.
“Prime, we don’t know what he’s capable of,” Prowl protested.
“I promise nothing,” said Optimus Prime. “But I will tell you this: If you don’t tell me what you’re holding back, I will absolutely leave you in the stasis field.”
Makeshift tried to struggle. Waves propagated through the stasis field, but Makeshift’s body did not move. “All right!” he cried out. “Those pieces of metal you’re looking for, the slivers with the hooks on one end.”
“What about them?” Optimus Prime demanded.
Makeshift paused, wrestled with something internally, then gave up. “Axer has one,” he said. “He knows you want them, and he’s holding one back in case he gets caught and …” He saw Optimus Prime and Prowl looking at each other. “Optimus, please,” he said. “This stasis field will kill me.”
That would make four, if it was true … or five, if the stories were correct and the Matrix itself was part of the Saber. Optimus Prime kept his demeanor calm, not wanting to give Makeshift any cause to pander to what he thought he might want. “At last we are getting somewhere,” he said. “Axer has a piece? You have seen it?”
“Yes! Let me out!”
Now was the time for the question that had been bothering Optimus Prime since they had pinned down Makeshift’s existence. “What did you do with Hound?”
Makeshift cried out in panic. “I didn’t kill him! He’s fine!”
“I did not ask what you didn’t do,” Optimus Prime said. “I asked what you did do.”
“Before the evacuation I caught him on sentry duty,” Makeshift said, speaking fast. “I jumped him, knocked him out, and dragged him off down a maintenance tunnel that led away from the well. It’s true. I didn’t kill him. I’m not a killer.”
“Shearbolt would be interested to hear that,” Prowl said.
Makeshift stopped talking. Optimus Prime wondered whether Hound was still alive. Had Makeshift in fact left him alive? Had he survived the war to this point? Optimus Prime remembered those last chaotic moments before the Ark had lifted off away from Cybertron. He thought he remembered seeing Hound guiding a last group of stragglers onto the Ark. Makeshift’s story fit, but that did not mean it was true.
“You will stay in the stasis field until we can confirm the truth of your story about Hound,” Optimus Prime said.
“No!” Makeshift screamed. “It’ll kill me, Prime, you can’t—”
“Now you want to call him Prime,” Jazz observed. “Interesting.”
Optimus Prime left the room, bringing Jazz and Prowl out with him to wait for Wreck-Gar, who was standing by to remove Makeshift and the entire stasis field apparatus to the closest thing Junkion had to a jail. It was, in an irony all the Autobots could appreciate, the abandoned fuel reservoir of an ancient spacegoing vessel, five times as large as the Ark’s reservoir and with only one opening. Junkions bundled Makeshift into it and welded it shut.
“Where should we put this junk?” Wreck-Gar asked. “Space is the place, you ask me! Break him down!”
“No, we’re not going to do that,” Optimus Prime said. “Keep it here and turn off the stasis field as soon as you’ve got it sealed up.”
“Prime, you can’t be serious,” Prowl said.
“It’s the fair thing to do,” Optimus Prime said. “Wreck-Gar, do me a favor. Don’t put this tank in one of your furnaces or lose track of it in the rest of the junk. I’ll be back for it whenever I can.”
“Done!” Wreck-Gar roared, before he stomped off to roar more orders at the Junkions positioning the reservoir in the way of some reclamation project of his involving pockets of halogen gas once used for interior illumination in passenger staterooms. Junkion was literally made of such flotsam and jetsam. A creative and ambitious bot like Wreck-Gar, even stuck on an artificial planetoid in the deepest reaches of interstellar space, could find a way to put his time to good use. Optimus Prime admired him.
The reservoir containing Makeshift came to rest in a far corner of the great dig, over a series of large conduits that led up from Junkion’s central power source. In the interior of the planet, across the pit from the shaft Optimus Prime had descended and below the shafts partially exposed by the collapse caused by the Ark’s crash, Wreck-Gar had placed a huge cluster of Energon reservoirs scavenged from various hulks. The remaining supplies in those reservoirs powered Junkion’s innumerable furnaces, smelters, and mechanical rendering works.
“You know that jail isn’t going to hold him forever,” Jazz said a few cycles later. The command team had reconvened near the Ark to fine-tune their plan in light of the recent developments.
Optimus Prime nodded. “It doesn’t have to. If it holds him until we get back and can confront Megatron, that will be good enough.”
Jazz shook his head, clearly uncertain even about that. “We’ll see,” he said. “But first let’s see where the Matrix is telling you to go now.”
“Yes, let’s see that,” Silverbolt said.
“It’s not far,” Optimus Prime said. He looked up at the four Space Bridges strung out across the black sky of Junkion. “Wreck-Gar said the one on the right is the one that works, and since we have a spaceworthy ship, we should go soon, before we have to explain everything to every bot on the Ark. Makeshift might not be the only traitor in our midst.”
It hurt him to have to say that, but what gave him greater pain was that none of these, his closest confidants and most trusted soldiers, said anything to contradict him.
Optimus would have gone, and quickly. He would have liked nothing better than to get the side missions over, get the Ark and his bots ready again, thank the Junkions for their limited hospitality, and reassume the central mission of recovering the AllSpark. Nothing was ever so linear, however. There were a number of things to make sure of before he made such a trip. “All right,” he said. “Ratchet, Sideswipe, get ready. One of you go tell Bumblebee the same. You, too, Jazz, now that we don’t have to look for Makeshift anymore. And if any of you do not wish to be selected, I will not think less of you. Take some time and think about it. You don’t know where we’ll end up, what might be waiting for us there, or whether you’ll be able to get back. Junkion’s no paradise, but there are plenty of worse places.”
“We’re with you, Prime,” Jazz said.
Optimus Prime was touched. Of all the Autobots, Jazz gave Optimus Prime the hardest time, the most static. At times he seemed borderline insubordinate. Yet, when it came time to dive through a Space Bridge into the unknown, Jazz was as loyal as space was black.
“Good. We will depart soon. But first we need to go talk to Axer again,” Optimus Prime said.
“Here’s the thing, Axer,” Prowl said from the other side of the cell door. “Megatron is going to kill you. He hates it when his operatives get caught. You know that, right? How many of Megatron’s punishments have you had the good luck to witness?”
The answer to that question, which Axer did not intend to give to Prowl or any other Autobot, was quite a few.
“I’ll make you a deal,” Axer said. “You can have the piece of metal. I don’t care about it; it’s just something I found on a ship, and it was shiny. But if you want Megatron to know something is wrong the minute he sets foot on Junkion, you go right ahead and keep me in here.”
“You’ve talked to him?” Prowl pressed. “You’re admitting that?”
“I’m not admitting anything,” Axer said. “I’m just telling you that if I’m not around when Megatron gets here, he’s going to notice and he’s going to assume that it’s because you knew he was coming. So it’s up to you. You want the element of surprise or not?”
He produced the shiny worked piece of ancient alloy. “Here it is, Prowl. All yours. You leave me alone, we’ll forget about the whole thing. But you don’t want to tip Megatron off. Trust me.”
Prowl took the Star Saber fragment. “I’ll talk to Optimus Prime,” he said.
“We should let him go,” Optimus Prime said. “He’s working another angle, and we’re never going to find out what it is if we don’t let him go to try to work it.”
“Little bit like saying you should let a bomber light the fuse so you know where the bomb is, isn’t it?” Jazz said, feigning disinterest the way he did when he was trying to hide deep uncertainty.
“Axer has one principle and only one: protect Axer. That’s why he gave Makeshift up,” Prowl said.
“So if he wants out, he must have some benefit,” Silverbolt said. “But that doesn’t mean he isn’t telling the truth about Megatron.”
There were times when a poison truth was worth more to an enemy than a successful lie, Optimus Prime thought.
“Here is what we will do,” he said. “Let him go. But first put a locator on him. And Silverbolt, it may be time to put your aerial abilities to use.”




“He came here, Megatron. We know that much.” Skywarp sounded certain as the Nemesis drew close to a dusty reddish planet orbiting a reddish star that any bot could see was in its last stages before a quick expansion, quicker collapse, and supernova. This system was a graveyard whether the bots who lived here knew it or not.
“How long ago?” Megatron asked.
“We can’t be certain until we touch down on the planet.”
“What planet is this?”
“If our charts are still correct, it’s Velocitron,” Skywarp said. “But there’s been no contact with it for tens of thousands of solar cycles. No telling whether it’s anything like the Velocitron from the old accounts.”
Starscream chuckled. “I guess not. But what do the old accounts say?”
“That Velocitronians are obsessed with speed. That they do nothing but figure out ways to go faster. That they have no other interests.”
“Then there should be no obstacle to them declaring for the Decepticons,” Megatron said. “I will make sure of it. Since all other things are apparently equal, I will go down first myself. Bring the Nemesis low enough that the good citizens of this planet will not be able to miss it. But do not approach until I give a signal.”
“Understood.” Skywarp stood as Megatron turned to leave the bridge. The other Seekers did, too.
“Starscream, you come with me,” Megatron said. “I’m not leaving you up here and trusting you with my ship.”
It was a calculated insult, since the Seekers were charged with operations and control of the Nemesis. They needed reminding of who was in charge, Seekers did. Especially Starscream.
What a pleasure it would be to maroon him, Megatron thought. Some day. Some day when outside threats were not quite so present, Starscream would suddenly find that his insolence would be the death of him.
That day, however, would not be today. Just ahead of Starscream on Megatron’s list of bots who needed a quick one-way trip to the reclamation heap was Optimus Prime.
Falling away from the Nemesis, Starscream flanking him, Megatron took in the surface of Velocitron. From this height, he saw brown. There appeared to be very little variation in the surface terrain. Some of it was darker brown, some lighter, but he saw no great cities, no surface features of the scale of the Well of the AllSpark or the Hydrax Plateau. Before he had even touched down on its surface, he felt that it was alien to him and could not wait to leave.
The only reason for this detour was that Megatron had a feeling Optimus Prime had been on-planet. His spy aboard the Autobot vessel would have left word if that was true. As soon as Megatron had found out one way or another, he and the Nemesis would be off again. The galaxy was not large enough to contain both him and Optimus Prime. Not anymore.
He watched the bots in their low-slung alt-forms scream past on the roads that crossed the planet’s surface like the mesh of a net and wondered what use those speed-obsessed bots would be in a fight. He would find out, of that he had no doubt. War would find every planet populated by bots before he and the librarian had ended their dispute the only way it could end, with the librarian’s capitulation and death. But for now he could only scorn these mindless bots.
Of what use was it to be simply fast?
He had landed near the largest settlement on the planet, apparently called Delta, and he walked toward it now. He noted that parts of it were in flames and that there were visible signs that some kind of conflict was ongoing.
“Starscream,” he said. “Have we stepped into the middle of a war here?”
Starscream said, “I’ll find out.” He alt-formed and took off, thundering away in the direction of Delta.
A signal reached Megatron, automated and broadcasting in idiot determination for how many cycles he did not know. He decrypted the message within it:
DECEPTICON SYMPATHIZERS DEVELOPED AT HIGHEST LEVELS OF VELOCITRON LEADERSHIP. THEY AWAIT THEIR LEADER. AUTO-PING RECEIPT OF THIS MESSAGE AND YOU WILL BE CONTACTED. DO NOT SPEAK TO RANSACK UNTIL YOU HAVE MADE RENDEZVOUS WITH BACKFIRE.
The message was tagged with the unmistakable signature of Makeshift, his spy in the Autobot ranks. Interesting, thought Megatron, and sent out the requested auto-response notification. The Autobots had been here, and Makeshift had been undiscovered at least long enough to send this message.
He did not know how sophisticated Velocitronian homing and tracking technology was, so he stayed where he was until a single bot in the blur of passing traffic pulled off the road, assuming bot-form as it came to a halt.
“Megatron,” the bot said.
“If you are not Backfire, bot, you are starting your last conversation,” Megatron said. “What is the sign?”
“I am Backfire. The sign is 777, the number of your emissary when he was a gladiator with you.” Megatron signaled that Backfire should continue. “Welcome! It is time for new leadership on Velocitron. It is time for us to return to the place we once had in the civilization of bots, when we were intrepid explorers aboard Ogygia, before we descended into this state where all we care about is the sport of speed.” The whole speech sounded rehearsed to Megatron, but it also sounded sincere. He did not particularly like this Backfire, but clearly there was something worthwhile happening on Velocitron.
Before he continued his pursuit of the librarian, Megatron decided, he would cultivate this emergent Decepticon sentiment. Why should the Autobots be the only Cybertronians spreading a philosophy?
“Why is Delta burning?” Megatron asked. Backfire started to tell him.
Starscream flew over Delta partly to perform the reconnaissance he had suggested to Megatron, partly just to make an impression apart from Megatron. From the air, the city was laid out in an oval shape that was almost perfectly concentric to the great racetrack at its center. A race was even then going on, and Starscream could see that the stands were packed.
Some war, he thought. If they’re all stopping to watch a race, they must not be too anxious to fight.
As he had the thought, a building at the other end of Delta from the direction he had begun his overflight blew up in a spectacular fireball, blooming upward and blackening as it reached the height of the city’s tallest buildings. Starscream headed in that direction but did a brief roll to get a look back at the speedway. Sure enough, the explosion had not stopped the race.
Coming closer to the location of the explosion, Starscream saw two small groups of bots fighting. He was not impressed by their training or discipline, but they certainly had enthusiasm. He banked away from them and headed over the center of the city once more, noting the sights of recent battles: rubble, scorch marks, even a destroyed bot or two lying where they had fallen in a neighborhood that looked largely abandoned. The hangar near the speedway, too, looked as if it had taken some serious damage. He could see the wreckage of sophisticated equipment inside; the hangar was clearly central to race preparation, which made it central to Velocitronian life.
That was civil war, Starscream thought. All of a planet’s treasures went up in smoke because neither side could stand to see the other side have them.
He chased away the thought, which was too much like Autobot sympathy for comfort. He had made his choice, Starscream had, and now he was biding his time until the moment came when he could assume control of the Decepticons at last. Then, perhaps, would be the time to talk with the Autobots, from a position of strength. For now he was a Decepticon, and he would cooperate with Megatron as long as their goals coincided.
He had come lower to get a better look at some of the damage and see if it could have been caused by the Autobots—though he knew this was highly unlikely—when he heard voices cry out from below. Apparently he had indeed made an impression.
Just as quickly, however, Starscream learned that he had not made the impression he had intended.
“It’s Silverbolt!” some of the Velocitronians called out. “Silverbolt’s back!”
Silverbolt?
That two-bit bot?
Furious, Starscream banked around and came in for a hard landing among the gawking Velocitronians. He reassumed bot-form as he did so, and the Velocitronians gasped. “It’s not—hey, you’re not Silverbolt!” one of them said. It might have been the first one who had called out and pointed. Starscream wasn’t sure.
“You, bot,” he said, seizing the chatty one. “Come with me.”
He dragged the protesting bot off to the edge of the city, the outcry over his actions drowned out by the sudden roar from inside Delta Raceway. When they got to the city boundary, where concrete and steel abruptly gave way to flattened earth and swirls of dust, Megatron was there waiting for them. Starscream quietly reported his findings.
“Identify yourself,” the Decepticon’s leader said to the Velocitronian.
“Syncol,” the bot said. “I work in the hangar, mostly on the track bots.”
“Syncol. You thought this bot here, whose name is Starscream, was another bot whose name is Silverbolt. Explain that.”
Syncol did that as well as he could, outlining the arrival of Optimus Prime and the Autobots, along with the problems the Ark had encountered. He didn’t know much; he’d been at the races most of the time, including Speedia. Oh, bot, he could not wait for the next Speedia …
“To the point,” Megatron said in a quiet but deeply unsettling tone.
“Yes. Right,” Syncol said. “Two of us, Mainspring and Clocker, went with them. But if you ask me, they were never really Velocitronians anyway. I mean, they came with the Ogygia, they were here from the beginning, but they didn’t fit in. Like machines? Sure, they like machines, they like making them go fast, but they didn’t believe in what I’m saying, they didn’t believe that we need to go fast and that however fast we’re going there’s something else we can do to go faster.” The bot trailed off, and Megatron realized he was staring. He didn’t care particularly, but it had been a long time since a bot had made him stare in utter incomprehension. “Guess they’re better off gone with Optimus Whatsis-name,” the bot concluded. “I gotta go lube some of the jacks over at the hangar.”
Roaring off, the bot kicked up a cloud of Velocitron’s ever-present dust. It was a fairly calm day for the Speed Planet, and the dust swirled around for only a few kliks before settling into a haze around Megatron’s boots. As it settled, the form of Backfire was revealed. He had watched the conversation from cover so that Syncol wouldn’t recognize him. No need to rush the inevitable.
Megatron wondered if all Velocitronians yammered endlessly without saying anything. They reminded him of that insufferable Autobot Bumblebee, only worse. He should sterilize this planet, was what he should do, Megatron thought. Just so those Velocitronians would shut up.
Instead he said, “Backfire—”
Backfire cut him off immediately. “You need to meet Ransack. He doesn’t talk much. That’s the bot you’re going to want to talk to, and I guarantee he’s going to want to talk to you. Except for, like I said, he doesn’t talk much compared to some of us.”
“Then why are we wasting time out here? Where is Ransack?” Megatron shoved Backfire toward the road and Delta. “Lead the way. Now.”
But word had spread more quickly than Megatron had anticipated, even though it appeared that the civil war had done more damage than either of them had seen from the air or from their vantage point at the edge of the city. Following Backfire down the main road that led from the core city straight out into Velocitron’s flattened northern hinterlands, Megatron saw destroyed buildings, hasty road repairs, even traffic detours—surely a desperate action for so speed-obsessed a culture of bots. There were bots on the roads, to be sure, but they did not race with the maniacal abandon Megatron had observed was Velocitron’s signature characteristic.
Civil war, he thought. You needed to have a sense of humor about it or you ended up with this. Not to mention the deleterious effects of visitation by interstellar pirates.
With a grudge against Cybertron? Interesting, Megatron thought. He was looking forward to meeting those pirates to find out what about Cybertron had provoked them to such a fury.
Then he would kill them.
At the center of the city, of course, was the speedway, and near the speedway, Backfire said, was the place where Velocitronians conducted both their governmental affairs and their final preparations for the big races of the season. The expanse of parking area was littered with damaged and decommissioned machinery, and one corner of the hangar was collapsed. Bots with arms at the ready challenged them the moment they stepped off the street and onto the hangar property.
“Identify yourselves!” the nearest commanded, leveling a portable missile battery at Starscream and Megatron. “Backfire, you we know. Who are the strangers?”
“I am Megatron of Cybertron and leader of the Decepticons,” Megatron said. “This is my lieutenant Starscream; perhaps you just recently saw him fly overhead. I am here to speak to Ransack.” As he spoke, he walked toward the guard.
“Distance,” the guard said.
Megatron ripped the missile battery from his hands, dashed it to the ground, and in the same motion deployed his ax and split the guard from the base of his neck halfway down his torso. A spray of Energon and internal fluids arced across the poured stone of the parking area. Raising the ax, Megatron said, “I am Megatron! This planet is mine!”
“Not yet, it isn’t,” came a voice from the hangar door. Standing there was a bot nearly the size of Megatron, but red and silver with sweeping accents at shoulder and lower leg. A typical bot structure when the desired quality was speed, Megatron thought. But this one was certainly larger than most.
“You must be Ransack,” Megatron said. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”
“Velocitron is mine,” Ransack said.
“One moment,” Megatron said.
He raised one arm, and the Nemesis came into view over the flat horizon of Velocitron, looming for a cycle like a setting moon and then sending an astonished ripple through the crowd of alt-formed bots that poured from the speedway and nearby roads as the sound of its approach reached them. A low, almost geologic rumble echoed, the sound having been tuned carefully by Shockwave to induce fear and unease. Megatron knew that even Decepticons hated it—except those who had the power to self-install audio filters at that frequency. He could always recognize those bots because they didn’t look up or react when the Nemesis started its engines.
He wasn’t overly concerned about those bots, though. The bot he was interested in at the moment was Ransack. If he committed to the Decepticon cause, Velocitron’s fate was sealed. It was apparent by the limited participation in this “civil war” that most of these speed-obsessed bots did not care who ruled what as long as their races were held on schedule. The few who did could be placated by a Speedia whose outcome was predetermined.
If Ransack was still uncertain, Megatron’s path forward was less clear. He did not mind the idea of a battle, but he did not relish the idea of losing precious cycles crushing Velocitronians when what he needed to be doing was finding and eliminating the librarian and the rest of the Autobots once and for all.
Ransack seemed to sense Megatron’s attention. He looked at Megatron and said, “Big ship,” his early bravado not quite so present anymore.
Megatron nodded.
Ransack hesitated for just a nanoklik. Then he said, “How fast does it go?”
Megatron nearly killed him on the spot. It would have simplified things but perhaps also made them more difficult, since simple was not always the same thing as easy. Instead he decided to go with the joke.
“It’ll make plenty more than lightspeed,” he said. “It may look like a dreadnought, but the Nemesis is the greatest ship any bot ever created. You’ll see when the librarian comes back.”
“Librarian?”
“Optimus Prime,” Megatron said over the rising thrum of the Nemesis’s approach. “He used to be a scholar in the Hall of Records at Iacon.”
“Ah.” Ransack nodded, a smug expression on his face. “I knew he didn’t have the look of a soldier.”
The Nemesis drew closer and lowered itself until it had created a localized dust storm at the edge of Delta. Protective shields slid down over the optics and intakes of all the Velocitronians present; only Megatron and one other bot, far at the other end of the gathering, did not deploy shields or filters. And who are you? Megatron wondered. Not a true Velocitronian. You came from Cybertron more recently than the Ogygia, or else the librarian left you behind.
He wasn’t sure which he would prefer.
“Ransack,” he said, leaning in close so that only the Velocitronian leader could hear him speak. “Who is that bot over there with no filters against this storm?”
“He goes by Hightail,” Ransack said. “He’s been one of my formation for a long, long time.”
“Since all of you arrived here? You mean since the Ogygia?”
“I’m not sure,” Ransack said. “What difference does it make?”
It might make a very significant difference indeed, Megatron thought. He resolved to find out more before proceeding in more decisive fashion. Also, a meeting with Ransack’s rival, the similarly named Override, was on the agenda.
First, though, he and Ransack had to reach an understanding. “When you said that this planet was yours,” Megatron said, “I think what you meant was that it was mine.”
Ransack met Megatron’s optics for a long time, long enough, in fact, that Megatron barely held himself back from cutting him down where he stood, as he had the insolent guard.
Then Ransack said, “Velocitron pledges itself to the Decepticon cause.”
“That will do for now,” Megatron said with a smile.
He found Override in a cheap district of junkyards and chassis-painting bays, far away from Delta’s racetrack nerve center. “You are Megatron,” she said upon seeing him.
“And you are Override,” Megatron said. “I am told you were recently in charge here.”
“I am still the lawful ruler of Velocitron,” Override said.
“Spare me. You won a race.”
Megatron looked around. He had come alone to show he had nothing to fear from this—or any other—bot. The other Decepticons waited down the block, with only Starscream listening in on Megatron’s personal commlink. “I’ll tell you an uncomfortable truth. Your situation here reminds me of the Autobots back on Cybertron. Hunkered down in the forgotten parts of their planet, waiting for the end even as they try to bluff their bravery and pretend that they’re going to pull through somehow. Aren’t you tired of it?”
“I can see why Ransack and you would join forces,” Override said. “I can’t stand either one of you.”
Megatron picked Hightail out of the crowd of Override’s armed supporters. “That bot, there. Hightail. Where did he come from, anyway?”
Override looked as if she were taken by surprise. “From the same place as the rest of us from Velocitron.”
“Are you sure?” Megatron studied her closely. He thought about killing her—lately, starved of battle, he thought about killing every bot he saw—but decided against it. The librarian had seen something here and stopped for it before going on. Megatron needed to know what that thing was. “He looks familiar to me,” he added.
“Hightail,” Override said without ever taking her optics off Megatron. “Where have you seen this Cybertronian before?”
“Over by the hangar talking to Ransack,” Hightail said without hesitation.
“And why were you over by the hangar, Hightail?”
“Registering for the race tomorrow,” Hightail said. “You can look it up. I was one of Ransack’s bots, but I’m changing my mind, and I’m not afraid to say it. I listen to all sides.”
Override never looked away from Megatron, and he knew immediately that she was testing him. This was a seasoned leader in difficult circumstances, he thought. “There’s your answer,” Override said. “Like every other being with a Spark, Hightail has the right to go where he wants. Now take your provocations somewhere else, or if you’re going to fight, then let’s fight. But enough talking.”
Not so different, perhaps, from a powerful gladiator who drove himself to greatness by rising out of the pits into leadership of most of a planet. “You must be fast,” Megatron said.
“For a long time I was the fastest bot on this planet,” she said. “Which makes me the fastest bot in the universe, because nothing on wheels is faster than a Velocitronian.”
“How do you lead them when there’s not a race to be run?” Megatron asked.
“They’re bots. They want what all bots want,” Override said.
“And what’s that?”
She turned to face him. “I know who you are,” she said. “And I know that your ship can destroy every city on this planet. And I know that you’re sounding things out here so you can decide whether Ransack is a serious threat to me or not. So let me simplify things for you: If you side with Ransack, you will not have most Velocitronians. That’s just fact. If you side with me, you better drop the peace-through-tyranny angle because that’s not how Velocitronians do things. Peace here comes because we made a decision on how we were going to elect our leaders, and that’s how we do it.”
Override stopped. She appeared to consider what she had just said. Megatron wanted her to do this. “Did you tell the pirates the same thing?”
“No,” she said. “I treated them with less courtesy.”
Megatron laughed. “You do not want me as an enemy,” he said.
“I don’t think it is possible for you to be a friend,” Override said. “With anyone.”
There might have been a fight then, but Megatron looked around to find himself surrounded by two dozen bots who were not trying to hide their weapons. Perhaps he could have survived, and there was a yearning in every particle of his being to take the first shot and let the pieces of his enemies fall where they might, but this was not the time. He had to hunt down the librarian and recover the AllSpark. This was a distraction.
“Friendship is not worth the time,” Megatron said to Override. He strode from the hangar in the direction of the Nemesis. Ransack and his Delta wing of wheeled followers fell into a careful pace flanking him when Megatron got closer to the hangar again.
Events are set in motion, Megatron thought. Optimus Prime did that. A savory irony. This planet is already burning in places, headed for full-scale war, and even I—even I!—could not stop it.
“Ransack,” he said. “Your bot Hightail. Do you trust him?”
“I do.”
“You shouldn’t,” Megatron said. “He was with Override when I spoke to her.”
“I sent him there,” Ransack said. “He reports back to me.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Megatron said. “I saw much I didn’t like. If you will not have him killed, at least exile him. Understood?”
Ransack looked shaken, but he did not argue. “Understood, Megatron. Understood.”
That was how you dealt with bots who elected their leaders by racing, Megatron thought. They deserved no better.
The war that had been sown on Velocitron satisfied Megatron. He didn’t have to push things any more than he already had. Wherever war was born out of competing ambitions, there the Decepticons had a natural advantage. Things would work out in his favor here. But the Autobots were not here, so he could not stay to enjoy the progress of the Velocitronians’ self-destruction. Instead he had to pursue the Ark. That was the first imperative. “Starscream,” he said. “Get the Nemesis tracking the librarian again.”
“The Nemesis has already picked up an ion exhaust,” Starscream said. “Two, as a matter of fact.”
“An error,” Thundercracker said.
“No, a second trail. There’s another ship out there. But it doesn’t match the Ark’s signal.”
“Interesting but irrelevant,” Megatron said.
The only thing he cared about was bringing Optimus Prime to heel. Only when Optimus was dead and the Matrix of Leadership was torn from his broken body would Megatron be satisfied. Then Megatron would be Prime, as had always been his destiny.
“Onward,” he said. “It appears the Autobots have done our work for us here. Now we must find them and convey our appreciation.”




“Here’s what I want to know,” Silverbolt said as he ferried Optimus Prime and Bumblebee up off the surface of Junkion toward the far Space Bridge, which Wreck-Gar again had assured them was still operational. Perceptor had taken a scientific team up to low orbit and returned, confirming that as nearly as he could tell, the Bridge was indeed still in working order, although it had been so long since it had received a coordinate set from an incoming ship that it no longer automatically activated when a ship approached its vortex gate. “Why are we pretending we can trust Axer when we know we can’t and he knows we know we can’t … and we know he knows?”
“The point isn’t to trust Axer,” Optimus Prime said. “The point is to try to make sure that when he betrays us we will know about it and, if possible, to make that betrayal happen under circumstances that suit us.”
“Good plan,” Silverbolt said.
Bumblebee chirped and squawked what sounded like a challenge, particularly in conjunction with an aggressive lean toward Silverbolt, who laughed. He tipped his wings, the alt-form version of a shrug. “Not my job to make plans,” he said. “I didn’t even pick the team.”
No, reflected Optimus Prime. I did, and in leaving behind Jazz and Ratchet, I made decisions I might yet live to regret. But he had a feeling those bots would be needed on Junkion. It was also necessary to keep all of one’s elite troops sharp, and Jazz and Ratchet had seen plenty of interesting action recently. Same with Prowl. Ironhide didn’t travel well in space outside a ship, and Optimus Prime wanted to reward Silverbolt for his developing leadership abilities and Bumblebee for his loyalty.
The truth was, he would have trusted any two of his inner circle to be up to the task, which made it all the more difficult to make the final selection. All the Autobots wanted every mission even when they complained about some of them, as they had with the first Junkion landing. Optimus Prime was proud of them one and all.
Back on Junkion, Perceptor and Bulkhead were leading the Ark’s repair team while Ironhide and Prowl kept an eye on Axer and made sure that Wreck-Gar was kept informed of some—if not all—developments related to that particular untrustworthy Cybertronian. How much easier it would be, Optimus Prime thought again, if his ethics were a little more like Megatron’s … or even Wreck-Gar’s. Then he could just dispose of transgressing bots without a second thought. The simplicity!
But that was not the Autobot way, and that would never be the way of the one the Matrix of Leadership chose to be Prime.
Not as long as he was Prime.
“So what is it we’re doing again, Optimus?” Silverbolt asked. “Looking for more Star Saber, or did the Matrix not tell you?”
Optimus Prime had no direct answer to that question. He had been asking himself the same thing. “I think somewhere on the other side of this Space Bridge is an answer about something that one of the Thirteen left for us to find.” He also wondered if maybe Jazz had been right when he had said something about Solus Prime’s forge. Could that be what lay on the other side of this Space Bridge? It was nearly unthinkable that such a thing could be completely lost to history for so long.
“I think that’s some planning,” Silverbolt said, “if one of the Thirteen saw us passing by Junkion a billion billion cycles after they all retired.”
“We need skeptics to keep us healthy, Silverbolt. Thank you,” Optimus Prime said. “Now fly us over there so we can replace speculation with real infomation.”
The Space Bridge approached. Optimus Prime wished that they really did have the fictional mechanisms they had shown Makeshift to pull themselves out of a malfunctioning Space Bridge. However, action taken without risk did nobody any credit. The easy way was very seldom the right way.
Trust the Matrix, he told himself, and it drew him ever onward.
They approached the Space Bridge, and Silverbolt said, “Here’s where we find out whether Perceptor knows as much about Space Bridges as he thinks he does.” He entered and transmitted a code that Perceptor had said would serve as a universal activation for the Space Bridge’s gate if the gate still worked. A cycle passed, then two … and then the Space Bridge lit up, lights tracking across the structure outward from the command module. Bumblebee chirped in surprise.
When the lights had tracked the entire circumference of the gateway’s broken ring, the vortex spawned in a swirl of color that briefly seemed to drag nearby stars into it. This was an optical illusion created by the Space Bridge’s operational effect on the fabric of space-time, but it was also a spectacular thing to see. Optimus Prime found it beautiful.
“Silverbolt,” he said. “Does it function?”
“All systems reporting just like they should,” Silverbolt said.
“Then let us go,” Optimus Prime said.
The twin arcs of the Space Bridge ringed them, and they were enveloped in light.
This time it was smooth. A brief sensation of displacement, of being lifted up or perhaps shifted to one side, and then it was over and they had arrived.
“What is this place?” Silverbolt asked.
It was no place at all as far as they could see. Empty space with the glittering arc of the Bridge behind them and around them, nothing save a few drifting wrecks, ships so ancient that none of them could determine what their original purpose had been.
After a moment, though, Optimus thought he caught a glimpse of something. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Bumblebee, do you see that? Silverbolt, do you?” He pointed, and both bots followed his gaze.
A small asteroid appeared, spinning slowly among the drifting ships. “There’s no planetary system anywhere near here,” Silverbolt said. “What’s an asteroid doing out in the middle of interstellar space?”
“What’s a Space Bridge doing in the middle of interstellar space?” Optimus answered. “Someone put both of them here.” He zeroed in on the asteroid, further enlarging it until they could see surface details.
It was roughly spherical, its surface pockmarked with the expected assortment of small craters. It spun slowly on an axis not directly correlated with its center of mass … if its mass was uniform. Ah, Optimus Prime thought. “There’s something inside it,” he said aloud. “Something throwing off its rotation.”
“Something heavy,” Silverbolt said. Bumblebee chittered and beeped.
“Something we need to see,” Optimus Prime said.
They flew toward the asteroid after setting a careful coordinate marker at the Space Bridge, which was now dark and seemingly inert. Silverbolt couldn’t tell whether it was still working. He did, however, notice a second Space Bridge at the far end of the drifting wrecks. Optimus Prime set an optical beacon pointing at that Space Bridge, too, with instructions to track its position relative to them. The problem with getting around in a place like an asteroid field or a vast drift of space junk was that nothing ever stayed still and everything always spun, so if you wanted a stable position, you had to be careful not to rely on any of the objects to orient yourself. Sooner or later, tiny impacts or even the minuscule pressure of interstellar winds set massive objects spinning and voyaging slowly through the vastness of space, throwing off any kind of mapping you might try to do.
“Times like—” Bumblebee said, but his vocoder went out again. Everyone looked at him, startled. It was very rare for Bumblebee to form any kind of speech since Tyger Pax.
Silverbolt made sympathetic noises. “Too bad, B,” he said. “I wonder if Ratchet is ever going to get that thing working again.”
Bumblebee just shrugged, as if not having his voice wasn’t really something he was worried about.
Maybe it isn’t, thought Optimus Prime. Bumblebee had suffered for the Autobot cause, and Optimus found it inspiring that he had not lost any of his enthusiasm or dedication. He was a lesson to all Autobots.
The Matrix was practically ringing in his chest as he felt the proximity of a site of incredible power. He still had no sense of what they would find, but the Matrix tended to respond to the presence of other artifacts and remnants of the Thirteen. Optimus Prime could not imagine what remnant might be this far out in the deepest reaches of empty space.
Although not that deep if it was known enough for someone or some group to dump wrecked starships there. There was a sense of foreboding over the place. “I don’t like it here,” Silverbolt said. Bumblebee rasped and crackled in agreement.
“It’s a strange place, all right,” Optimus Prime said. “Who dumped all these ships? How long ago?” And why, he was also wondering but did not say out loud, was even so fearless a bot as Wreck-Gar intimidated by this little bubble of space?
Maybe the asteroid held some answers.
As they approached, they saw that what they initially had taken for one of the larger craters was in fact a constructed circle, its interior sunk levelly below the uneven topology around it. On closer inspection, they saw rectangular structures interrupting the smooth circular walls, aligned along the asteroid’s long axis.
The three bots landed one after another near the center of the circle, marveling at the sight. One of the rectangular structures framed a table made of a shining alloy that none of their scans could identify.
“Amazing,” Silverbolt said. “It’s no element that I’ve ever heard of, but its structure is almost perfectly homogeneous. It’s almost as if it was forged …”
“At the beginning of time,” Optimus Prime said. “When the forces at work in the universe were much more raw and powerful than those we harness now.”
“That’s right,” Silverbolt said. Bumblebee crackled.
They turned to face across the expanse of the circular plaza, whose stones were laid in a concentric pattern, with the number of stones in each ring equal to the sum of the number in the two previous: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 …
13.
Across the plaza stood a featureless stone door, recessed ever so slightly under an overhanging lintel, with no signs or pictures to indicate what its purpose might be. But Optimus Prime did not need any clues beyond what he had seen already. “This is the tomb of Solus Prime,” he said. “That is her Forge. After the great battle with the Fallen, the remaining Thirteen entombed her and set the tomb adrift. I read that story, but I never read that they built a Space Bridge to go with it. Perhaps there were pilgrimages. But then the Space Bridges fell into disrepair … We have lost so much of our history.” He looked to Silverbolt and Bumblebee. “We must get it back.”
The significance of the occasion silenced them for some time. To be in the presence of one of the Thirteen … Cybertronians, in large part, had long ago stopped believing that the Thirteen had ever existed. They were a collection of stories, an origin myth, not real bots who had lived and fought and died. That was the opinion on Cybertron. During the war, Optimus Prime had learned different. Alpha Trion, he knew, was one of the Thirteen, perhaps the only one who still survived. But here was proof that at least one other had in fact existed. Solus Prime, the great artificer of the Thirteen, rested here in the reaches of empty space. In the billions of cycles since her death at the hands of the Fallen, no bot had found her.
Now they stood at the entrance to her tomb.
“We will not enter,” Optimus Prime said.
Silverbolt looked at him, surprised. “Then what are we doing here?”
“The Matrix has brought us here. It will reveal what we are supposed to do.” Optimus looked over the tomb.
It was simply adorned, the edges of its sealed entrance carved with symbols he recognized from his long-ago archival work, but he could not read them. Perhaps, of any living bot, only Alpha Trion could.
What story did they tell? Optimus felt as if he had lost something because he could not read the symbols, though it was something he had never had. All Cybertronians had lost something if the true stories of the Thirteen could never be recovered. Some day, Optimus resolved. Once the war is over and the AllSpark restored to its rightful place. Once Cybertron is healed and the threat of Megatron is finally defeated. Then I will bring Alpha Trion here, and the story of the Thirteen will live again.
But not today.
“How long are we going to wait for the Matrix to reveal … whatever it is that brought us here?” Silverbolt asked. “Remember about Megatron and the thing with the civil war? Probably we should do something about that.”
Optimus Prime started to answer, then decided not to.
“I mean, we could always just relax here for a while and then go back to see how the war turned out,” Silverbolt went on. “I wouldn’t mind that, I guess.”
A hologram appeared before them, and Silverbolt quieted down as Bumblebee gave a surprised burst of static.
It was a bot, magnificent and regal. She was silver and black, one hand cupping a flame and the other holding a pair of tongs. In the pincers of the tongs glowed what appeared to be a star. “Optimus Prime,” the hologram said. “The Matrix of Leadership has spoken to me. Your quest is perilous and your situation dire. It is well that you came here, but you must leave.”




Megatron arrived at Junkion with quite a bit less fanfare than he had enjoyed on his Velocitronian touchdown. There was no organized Decepticon movement there, and the Junkions were a more practical and less easily impressed group of bots than the Velocitronians had been. That was fine for now. Megatron had come to Junkion for a reason greater than impressing a bunch of trash-picking bots. He was there because the Autobots were there.
Why were the Autobots there?
For one thing, that was where the Space Bridge from Velocitron led. For another, Megatron believed Junkion to be the resting place of one of the Thirteen’s signature artifacts, a weapon that would tip the balance in the Cybertronian civil war irrevocably in his direction. He wasn’t sure which artifact it was—the archives he had access to on board the Nemesis were partial and often contradictory, and he was aware of the irony of how useful it would be to have a good librarian right now—but something was here, and he would have it. Then he would worry about the more mundane task of crushing Junkion and bending all of its bots to his will.
He and Starscream left the Nemesis in a parking orbit hidden behind a drifting shipwreck the Junkions had not gotten around to stripping. Unicron only knew where it had come from, this far out in the middle of space. There wasn’t a viable star system anywhere close, and whatever had begun to create Junkion, Megatron reflected, must have started as an isolated enterprise indeed.
After the scene on Velocitron, Megatron did not know what to expect as he and Starscream first put their boots on the metal shavings and ground slurry of plastics and polymers that passed for soil on Junkion. There certainly did not appear to be a war going on anywhere. Most of the bots on the planet, in fact, were engaged in a large-scale reclamation project in a giant pit that extended a good bit of the way downward toward the planetoid’s center. Semisentient mechas hauled reworked steel and other reclaimed raw materials to …
“Amazing,” Megatron said. “They’re building a spaceport.”
These Junkions had spirit. No one could deny that.
Suddenly—from the broken planetscape of ruined machinery, shipwrecks, and heaps of everything from domestic trash to large-scale piles of slag skimmed from furnaces—came a bot. Both Megatron and Starscream recognized him.
“All hail Megatron!” he proclaimed. “It has been a great many cycles since last we saw each other. There are a lot of stories to tell.”
“Is that Axer?” asked an incredulous Starscream.
“So it would appear.” Megatron held up a hand as Axer—for that was certainly who it was—got close enough to be of some danger. Megatron feared no one, but neither was he foolish enough to pretend that no bot posed a threat. Every time he got a feeling like that, all he had to do was look around and see where Starscream was.
“Axer,” he said. “Explain yourself.”
In exhuasting detail, Axer did. Megatron listened with minimal interest. The quirks of the Space Bridges held no romance for him. If they worked as they were supposed to, that was convenient. If not, there were other ways to travel. Had he not just tracked the librarian across a nontrivial swath of the galaxy by the energy signature of the Ark’s engines?
“Axer,” Megatron said, stepping close to loom over the smaller bot and shut him up at least for a nanoklik. “The short version.”
After getting the short version—or at least as short a version as Axer could provide—Megatron had some questions. “The Ark is damaged, then,” he said.
“Badly, yes.”
“And Optimus Prime has gone off on some chase through a Space Bridge from here,” Megatron said.
“Yes,” said Axer, who was learning the virtues of brevity.
Megatron turned to Starscream. “Do you believe this?”
“I don’t see Optimus Prime,” said Starscream. “And I did not see any of the other Autobots that Axer said had gone with him.”
“And where is Makeshift?” Megatron asked. “He has done well for us, and I would have expected him to be here to collect the praise due him.”
“I fear he is switching sides, Megatron,” Axer said. “From what he said to me, he was getting the kind of second thoughts that … Starscream, it was Thundercracker you used to worry about, wasn’t it? Yes. Makeshift was having some of the same thoughts. For now I believe he is still undercover on board the Ark, but I would not trust him for long.”
“He told you this? You lie,” Megatron said.
“That is what he said,” Axer insisted.
“Ah, well,” Megatron said. “He will be back soon enough.” He assumed Axer was lying, but he did not know what the truth was. He would find out, though, and it was almost as informative to know that Axer—self-proclaimed Decepticon since before the infamous decision of the High Council to make Orion Pax into Optimus Prime—would lie to Megatron immediately upon seeing him.
Axer had been a good bounty hunter and at times a useful interrogator in the informal operations that preceded the rallying of the armies and the outbreak of the civil war. His particular skill, as Megatron remembered it, was detecting who within an organization needed to be eliminated lest they prove to be a threat later. It was Axer who had first suggested that Starscream would be more trouble than he was worth. Megatron had not believed him then and did not necessarily agree now, but Axer certainly had been right that Starscream was trouble.
Now, it appeared, he had decided that it was time to act in his own self-interest above the goals of the Decepticons. Either he had some leverage he had not yet divulged, thought Megatron, or he was in the process of going over to the Autobot side.
Either way, Megatron decided to take Axer’s advice and pay close attention to which self-proclaimed Decepticons were more trouble than they were worth.
In fact, he decided to do it right now.
Before Axer could move, Megatron had deployed his fusion cannon and jammed it under the smaller bot’s chin, using it as leverage to topple Axer and smash him into the ground. Bits of trash and rubble fell around them, disturbed by the impact. “You told me something of value a long time ago,” Megatron said.
“Urk,” Axer said.
Megatron eased up on the barrel of the fusion cannon just enough to let Axer speak. “You are lying to me, Axer, and I know because it was you who taught me much about how to recognize a lie. Remember our question-and-answer sessions down below the pits? You were very persuasive.”
Now he leaned on the barrel again, and strange panicked noises came from Axer’s throat. “I don’t know if I want to be persuaded,” Megatron said. But he eased up on the barrel again because he could see Axer’s resistance crumbling already. No one is an easier victim of coercion than the trained torturer.
“You want to live?” Megatron said. “To save yourself? There is something in this junk heap Optimus Prime wants. What is it? If you don’t know, at least tell me a good story before I kill you.”
“The Requiem Blaster!” Axer said. “I know where it is.”
Megatron leaned harder, and Axer’s jaw groaned from the pressure. Something snapped inside him. “Where?” Megatron growled.
But Axer was never so stupid as to let emotions—even fear—get in the way of his instinct for self-preservation. “I’ll show you,” he said. “But no way am I going to tell you. Not when you’re in this kind of mood.”
Starscream chuckled. “Better let him live a while, Megatron. We do want the Requiem Blaster, don’t we?”
I do, Megatron corrected to himself. But he was also thinking that if ever there was a time when he needed Axer’s interrogation skills, it was right now. But even he—even Megatron, with his famed powers of persuasion—probably could not force Axer to torture himself.
“Show me,” he said. “Then we will have the conversation about whether you live or die.”
Axer got up, and only then did Megatron let himself think about how all of Cybertronian history had just changed if Axer was telling the truth. “Optimus Prime was looking for it, I think,” Axer said. “Just recently. I’ll go scout out the way to get it and make sure there’s no Autobot surveillance. You can watch me if you want but don’t let yourselves be seen. I think the Autobots would rather go down fighting.”
That was how Megatron wanted them to go down, but he had no problem with playing things calmly for the moment if that meant gaining possession of the fabled Requiem Blaster. “Do not fail me, Axer,” he said. “And when you come back, tell me the truth about Makeshift.”




I fear I must tax your patience with a story of the Thirteen. It seems that they lived during the youth of time itself, and their separation and scattering came as the first signal that the universe was beginning to grow old. This is a trick of the mind, to think of reality as somehow keyed to the stories we tell about ourselves. But the mind will play its tricks, and time will march on, and old bots will tell stories about forgotten events. It is Solus Prime I am thinking of.
She was the great artificer of the Thirteen, the Maker. With her forge at her service and her towering intelligence and endless ingenuity, she could be counted on to bring any imagined object to life. At the request of other members of the Thirteen, she constructed artifacts and tools of extraordinary power and nearly infinite durability. The other members of the Thirteen came to her seeking symbols of their essential nature, signature weapons, or other objects whose function has long since been forgotten. Some of these artifacts, I am sure, still survive. Her forge, if it exists, would be a powerful ally in the Autobot cause. So, too, would the Star Saber … or the Requiem Blaster.
It was the Fallen who first asked Solus to create the Requiem Blaster. He came to her having exhausted all of
his own creative powers, which it must be said were considerable when it came to armaments. AllSpark only knows how many of his lost creations litter the galaxy, extraordinary dangers to any bot—or creature yet unknown—who might discover them. Yet the Fallen desired still more. He had created weapons that siphoned energy from his immediate surroundings, channeling it with enough power to bring down starships with a single discharge; he had constructed bombs that could destroy stars; he wielded a blade that could sever the bonds between atoms. Even this was not enough for him.
To Solus Prime he said: I have stood at the event horizon of a black hole and felt the infinite surge of gravity. I have listened to the thunder of the fusion reaction at the center of a star. I have tuned my audio sensors to the savage sonic wind of a pulsar. And in all of those phenomena I have seen the potential for a weapon unlike any the universe has ever seen.
Solus, at her forge, replied that she did not see the need for such a weapon. The Fallen—who had not yet, understand, taken this name—persisted. The Thirteen have enemies, he said. Unicron seeks to destroy us, and even if we are victorious in our stuggle against him, the universe is vast. If something comes to destroy us and this weapon alone would have made a difference …?
Unmoved, Solus Prime said, it would be too powerful. The only thing such a powerful weapon can do, in the end, is corrupt the being who possesses it. What if Unicron should capture it for himself?
Perhaps the history of Cybertron would have been different if the Fallen had accepted Solus Prime’s reluctance. But he did not. He rallied support among some of the other Thirteen, and as a group they came back to her to state their belief that the fight against Unicron required every possible weapon, no matter how dangerous. The fate of the universe itself was at stake. The
Thirteen needed this weapon, and Solus Prime had an obligation to create it.
At last she relented and went into a tense consultation with the Fallen, exchanging ideas with him and working for endless cycles on prototypes. When this process had gone as far as it could, she banished him from her workshop and shut the door. The Fallen waited outside, speaking to no one and allowing no one to contact Solus Prime. He was too close to getting what he wanted; he would let nothing interfere now.
The stars spun overhead, and Solus Prime did not come out. The Fallen waited. Singly and in pairs, reflecting their allegiances of the moment, the other members of the Thirteen gathered around the entrance to Solus’s workshop. All of them waited, each envisioning something different but all understanding that something unprecedented was about to occur.
And then she emerged.
The Fallen noted that she carried nothing with her. “You failed,” he accused her. “Or you never meant to succeed.”
Solus’s temper was always even. She ignored the Fallen’s provocations and said simply, “Come in.”
The Thirteen, with her in the lead, filed through her workshop, coming to an enormous space carved into the side of a mountain. This was Solus Prime’s testing area. On a scaffold at the center of the space sat a great weapon, large enough that only the mightiest of the Thirteen might have wielded it. “I have not yet tested it,” Solus Prime said. “But it will work. I wanted all of you to see the result. Then I will ask you a question.”
“Ask the question now!” demanded Amalgamous Prime, who was irritated because Solus had devoted so much time to a single project when she might have created a hundred other marvels. Solus declined.
“Watch,” she said, and for the first time the Requiem Blaster was fired.
Its discharge utterly destroyed the portion of the mountain behind the wall of the testing area. The sound and the visual blast of energy in the confined space left every bot there stunned as the chamber echoed with the rumble of landslides on the devastated mountain slope. Each of the Thirteen privately imagined what might have happened had the weapon been turned on them, and each of them was afraid.
Except the Fallen.
Gleeful, he went to the Requiem Blaster and laid one hand on its barrel as if it was his to claim. “Never more, as long as we possess this weapon,” he said, “will we have anything to fear.”
In the silence that followed Solus Prime said quietly, “Except each other.”
More silence. Finally, she asked her question. “Shall we permit such a weapon to exist? If it is the will of the Thirteen, I will destroy it, and only I could ever create it again.”
Argument erupted immediately and went on for some time. When the dispute threatened to become violent, Prima himself ended it and brought the question to a vote. The tally, as recorded in the Covenant of Primus, was seven to six. The Requiem Blaster was preserved.
After the defeat of Unicron it was lost, and it remained lost for these millions of cycles, yet now the Covenant suggests that it may soon be found. It would be the end of the Autobots if Megatron were to be the bot that finds it.
What, you are asking, does this have to do with Cybertron and you? The answer is that you must find Optimus Prime and warn him of the imminent rediscovery of the Requiem Blaster. I will give you a device that you may use to track the Matrix of Leadership and thereby
Optimus Prime himself. And I will provide you the means to undertake the journey. Yes, the Space Bridges are destroyed, but there is another way to travel the vast distances between stars. It is a way reserved only for a selected few bots, one of whom is you.
This, you see, is why I have selected you for this mission.
I cannot answer all the questions you must have. All that circumstance permits me to say is that there is something within you that remains to be discovered. All bots have a Spark; some bots carry within them something else as well, a trace of Cybertron’s former greatness. I detect this in you, and I believe that when you make contact with Optimus Prime, this quality will reveal itself. I cannot tell you more and would not even if I could. Such matters as this are best left to the process of self-discovery, guided only by the destiny available to each and every bot ever gifted with a Spark.
You will pardon the brief excursion into metaphysics, I hope. I wish only to alert you that you have not been selected for this mission because of the strength of your weapons or even the powers of your mind. You are a necessary component of Optimus Prime’s quest—although he does not yet know this and I do not yet know what it is you will contribute.
You must leave immediately. Come. I will show you the way.




Axer knew that he was being followed, but he also knew that no one alive could tail him if he did not want to be tailed. He went through his entire repertoire of antisurveillance moves, ducking hither and yon across the dumpscape of Junkion, even daring to head down into the pit at the risk of being spotted by Wreck-Gar. These were the final stages of the game, and Axer was exhilarated to be playing it. He cut into a side tunnel from one of the middle layers of the big pit and followed it as far as it went. Then he blasted a hole in the side of the tunnel—the most risky thing he’d done in a long time, given the possibility of the tunnel’s collapsing on him—and found that just as he’d thought, it nearly intersected one of the vertical exploratory shafts.
He started to climb. At the top of the shaft he found Megatron and Starscream. “Look at you standing there in plain sight,” he said. “Do you want a fight with the Autobots already, or do you want the Blaster first?”
“I’ll take it either way,” Megatron said.
“But it would be more fun with the Blaster,” Starscream added.
Axer had, for the fifth or sixth time, changed his original plan. “This is what you’re looking for, I think,” he said, and handed something to Megatron. It was a component that looked as if it might once have belonged in the bridge console of a planetary-class ship, an orbital station or ore carrier that never operated beyond the highest stationary orbits. As he let Megatron take it, the light of avarice gleamed in Axer’s eyes. He was a scavenger and trader and gave nothing away without the understanding that he would get something—something better unless he could not force the bargain—in return.
“I believe you are correct. Cybertron’s influence here will be a good one, after all, despite the meddling of the Autobots.” Megatron examined the component, running his fingertips along the tracing of its circuitry. Something sparked orange at one end of it, and the Decepticon leader chuckled. “The librarian’s going to have a surprise in store for him.”
Axer, edging closer to Megatron, said, “I of course will not be surprised at the munificence of your reward.”
Megatron knocked him sprawling with a casual backhand. “Indirect flattery is the worst kind,” he said. Looking at Starscream as the two of them walked back toward the Nemesis, he said, “Remember that.”
“I always knew,” Starscream said. “When was the last time I flattered you indirectly?”
Megatron was thinking that it was best to keep your rivals and enemies close, the better to extinguish them when the time came. That time was not yet near for Starscream, but Megatron thought that he could see it coming.
What would he lose with the potential death of Starscream? A highly skilled fighter, a popular leader, and an enormous headache. It was a difficult problem. Sometimes one aspect of Starscream’s existence seemed to outweigh the other, but most of the time the Seeker was maddeningly close to the perfect balance of asset and hindrance. Often Megatron considered it surprising that he had not killed Starscream megacycles before. At other times he was satisfied to have Starscream still available to execute his difficult tasks with his signature skill and aplomb, with the one blot on this otherwise stellar record, in Megatron’s mind, being Starscream’s failure to ground the Autobot Jetfire during the battle at Tyger Pax. This chase wouldn’t have been necessary if Starscream and the other Seekers had not been outmaneuvered by a single ragged Autobot flier.
The urge again rose in Megatron to end Starscream’s existence once and for all. He controlled it. Once the librarian was caught and the Autobot problem solved, that would be the time to make some final decisions about Starscream. But until then, Megatron could let the delusional Seeker think he was inching ever closer to a takeover of the Decepticons for himself. This, of course, was what Starscream wanted. But his desire to lead the Decepticons also played into Megatron’s hands. Nothing kept a leader sharp like an ambitious lieutenant.
“Thanks to Axer, we have what we need to gain possession of the Requiem Blaster,” he said. “Now let us go put an end to this once and for all. But before we raise up the Blaster itself, we need to make sure we have prepared a suitable welcome for when the librarian comes back. We wouldn’t want him to interrupt us.”
He turned his back on Axer and walked away toward where Starscream stood waiting. “Stay where I can find you, Axer,” he called back over his shoulder. “But also, beware. When I come back, it’s going to be with the Nemesis, and no bot is going to want to be anywhere nearby when the Nemesis makes its appearance.”
Ordinarily the threat of being annihilated by the Nemesis would have rattled Axer just a little. But the circumstances were far from ordinary, and Axer had assets that no bot knew about. He already had come to the conclusion that it was time to hedge some bets. Before, he’d fooled Prowl by getting away without telling him where the Requiem Blaster was, but Prowl wouldn’t stay fooled forever. Axer had, after his first meeting with Megatron and Starscream, figured out that he was going to have to put that knowledge to use before it became worthless.
He had taken advantage of Megatron’s letting him go to do two things. First, he had scouted the exploratory shaft again and found it still stable. Second, he had touched base with the Autobots, making nice even though every single one of them would just as soon kill him as look at him. Megatron knew where the Requiem Blaster was, and Axer had decided that it was time for Optimus Prime to have that little bit of information as well. But Optimus Prime wasn’t around, and Prowl wouldn’t say a thing about where he had gone or when he might be back. The Space Bridge the Autobots had used might lead anywhere.
This development was frustrating because it prevented Axer from executing the classic escape maneuver of pitting two adversaries against each other. And he didn’t want to tell Prowl now because he had already lied to Prowl’s face once on a similar topic. There was no telling what would provoke Prowl to hand him over to Wreck-Gar, a situation Axer planned to avoid unless and until he got his hands on the Requiem Blaster or made sure that he had a way off-planet. Off-planet was preferable, but Wreck-Gar wouldn’t be in quite such a hurry to feed him into a furnace if he had the Requiem Blaster, now, would he?
“Stupid Autobots,” Axer muttered to himself as he sped away from the meeting with Megatron.
It was not always a life-extending practice to lie to Megatron. Axer had not seen the Decepticon leader in millions of cycles, but still he knew that. But Makeshift was out of the way right now, imprisoned by the Autobots, and that was right where Axer wanted him. Because when Makeshift came out, Megatron was going to see that either he or Axer was lying about what Makeshift had been doing, and Axer was fairly confident that he could displace enough uncertainty onto Makeshift to preserve himself and simultaneously get rid of the troublesome shapeshifter.
But that meant he was also going to have to get the Requiem Blaster himself, since Makeshift’s prison was buried deep below the bottom of the main pit. If Axer was going to dare that trip again, it could only be once more. His self-preservation instinct was telling him that Junkion’s end was coming faster than anyone anticipated.
The homing component he had given Megatron was real enough. It would lead the Decepticons—or perhaps just the Nemesis—directly to the Blaster’s location. That did not, however, mean that the Blaster would still be there when the Nemesis arrived.
Because Axer knew where it was already. While Megatron thrashed ahead with his grand plan to destroy the Autobots, Axer would keep his goals simple. One, he would take care of Makeshift, and two, he would get the Requiem Blaster. Then he could decide whether to trade it or use it.
A plan. Axer liked having a plan.




From the edge of the pit, looking down at the Junkions’ pointless digging and up at the wrack and flotsam that drifted through their near space, Megatron put in the call.
The Nemesis emerged from behind its screen of space junk and slowly descended toward the surface of Junkion.
“This is where it all ends, Starscream,” Megatron said.
“I hope not all of it,” Starscream joked. Then he assumed alt-form and rocketed upward to rendezvous with the three other Seekers, who even then were detaching from the Nemesis and flying in a wedge low along the horizon in the direction of the Autobots’ Ark.
From the bottom of the pit, Wreck-Gar looked up. Far away at the pit’s rim, he saw an unfamiliar bot—and another flying away. Silverbolt? Perhaps, but then, who was that left behind, raising his arms and releasing an atavistic roar that carried all the distance down and cut through the roar of the furnace and the thunderous groan of the rolling machines?
What bot could that be?
“Junkions!” Wreck-Gar called out. “Work stoppage! Defend the resource! Defend Junkion! Rally!”
He wasn’t sure, maybe, and he didn’t necessarily trust the Autobots all the way to the bottom of the pit, but Wreck-Gar knew that if Axer was one of those Decepticons, that was all he needed to know. There wouldn’t be any Decepticons on his planet. Not any live ones, anyway.
Not unless every Junkion was dead first.
The great machines fell silent and the roar of the blast furnace ceased almost immediately as Wreck-Gar’s call went out. The Junkions, wherever they were on the floor or walls of the great pit, began their climb up the spiraling perimeter road, marching to the defense of their world. Some of them reached the top almost immediately, and the flash of energy weapons began to appear like sparks from Wreck-Gar’s position. He roared and accelerated, spoiling to get into the fight.
Outside the Ark, Prowl, Bulkhead, and Ironhide were complaining about not being able to go with Optimus Prime. “Big mission through the Space Bridge,” Bulkhead was saying. “See a whole new part of the universe, but no. Not us.”
“Enough,” Ironhide said. “Optimus knows what he’s doing.”
“I don’t doubt it. He still could have brought all of us. I mean, I love Bumblebee, but communications aren’t that easy when he’s around. Also, you know what? I feel a little better when Silverbolt’s around, just because that means we’ve always got some air strength while we’re waiting for the Ark here to get all patched up.” This was more consecutive words than Bulkhead had spoken since leaving Cybertron. He talked and talked because he was frustrated about being left out of the mission.
“I don’t know,” Prowl said. “Airpower’s overrated. It’s not like we can’t shoot down Seekers from the ground.”
Ironhide had been about to agree with Bulkhead, but now Prowl had him convinced the other way again. “Okay, true. I’d like to be able to fly, though.”
“Not me,” Prowl said.
What he wanted at that moment was to know where Axer was. They had lost him a few cycles back and hadn’t been able to pick up the trail again. It was getting to the point where Prowl was considering cutting Makeshift out of his holding tank just so he could make a deal for Makeshift to go find Axer. It would be a bad deal, yes, but the uncertainty was killing Prowl, plain and simple.
The sound of thunder from the air reached them. “Huh,” Ironhide said. “A little quick for Silverbolt to be giving them a ride back, don’t you think?”
Prowl had the best optics of any of them, in keeping with his surveillance activities. He was looking at the horizon, over toward the great pit. “It’s not Silverbolt,” he said.
“Who is it?” Ironhide said. He jumped to his feet and squinted in the direction Prowl was looking. Cut out for close combat, he couldn’t get a lock on the target yet.
“You mean ‘they,’ ” Prowl said.
They. The implications of the word sunk in. Silverbolt was the only flier among the Autobots. If there was more than one flying in now, that could only mean one thing.
The Decepticons had found them.
“Three,” Prowl said. “No, four.”
Bulkhead got on the commlink and sounded the alert. “Autobots, assemble! We have ’Cons on Junkion, and we will commence immediately kicking them off again! All Autobots report for ’Con-kicking duties now, now, now!”
He broke the connection as Autobot reinforcements, led by Clocker and Mainspring, came running and rolling to join them from the back of the ship. “How’d that sound?” Bulkhead asked.
“A little informal for my taste,” Prowl said.
Ironhide shrugged. The Seekers were close enough now that he could see all four of them. “Got the job done,” he said.
Prowl nodded. “Guess so,” he said.
The Seekers drew closer. When they were within range, they opened fire.




Amid the somber beauty of Solus Prime’s tomb, Optimus Prime was stunned at the first words from her avatar’s mouth.
“Leave?” he repeated. Optimus Prime felt awe, pure and simple, at being in the presence of one of the Thirteen even if, as must have been the case, it was a hologram-persona given a fleeting sentience by the Matrix of Leadership. He did not want to leave. He wanted to learn from her the history of the Thirteen, their falling into schism, their scattering and their deaths … How much this remnant of Solus Prime must know!
“Leave,” the hologram said. It opened the tongs, and the star spun outward into a great spiral galaxy. Optimus Prime felt as if the universe was spinning around him as the galaxy grew in size, exploding outward until it filled space as far as he could see in any direction, overlaying itself onto the real backdrop of stars. “Here is a Space Bridge,” the hologram said, and a blue spark lit in the hologram galaxy. Simultaneously, a blue flare appeared in the emptiness near the asteroid, opposite the Space Bridge that had brought them from Junkion.
Yes, thought Optimus Prime. Silverbolt had seen it when they got here, and so had he.
“There you will find the Requiem Blaster, which your enemy seeks. But it may be that he has already found it. You must go quickly lest he escape with it; if this were to happen, your quest for the AllSpark would be delayed for far too long.”
The galaxy contracted, spiraling back into a blinding pinpoint of starlight that lingered for the barest moment before winking out. The hologram disappeared in the same instant, leaving Optimus Prime shaken and exhilarated. One of the Thirteen! At the same time he struggled to focus on what the hologram had said. If Megatron was on the trail of the Requiem Blaster, Optimus needed to cut him off before he got it. “The Requiem Blaster,” he said. “We cannot let Megatron possess it.”
Bumblebee tried to speak, but his vocoder only made a series of inquisitive chirps.
“An ancient weapon of enormous power,” Optimus said, understanding that Bumblebee had tried to ask a question. “I’ve only read of it. According to the archival material I have seen, it channels and releases the energy of nearby stellar anomalies. It can focus a quasar’s sound waves, a supernova’s thermal energy … even the gravity of a black hole. Whatever is nearest. There are few references to it actually being fired, but when it is …” Optimus shook his head.
“Right. Bad,” Bumblebee said, trying to conserve as much speech as possible.
“In all the stories, I do not know of any bot that has ever survived a direct hit from it,” Optimus Prime said.
Bumblebee clapped his hands, the impact ringing down through the asteroid and vibrating in Optimus Prime’s feet even though no sound reached him in the vacuum on the asteroid. “Megatron.”
“That’s what I was saying,” Optimus said, interpreting Bumblebee’s meaning. “We must not let Megatron have it.”
“And I’m agreeing,” Silverbolt said. “Now, let’s go.”
“There’s one more thing we have to do,” said Optimus Prime.
“More than one, perhaps,” came another voice. The Autobots spun around, leveling weapons, and saw a bot that none of them recognized holding his arms up and palms out. “Please, Optimus Prime,” said the bot. “I am Chaindrive. I have come from Cybertron, and I bring word from Alpha Trion.”




Optimus Prime was speechless.
Silverbolt and Bumblebee, however, were not. “How did you get here?” Silverbolt asked, and Bumblebee nodded vigorously.
“You should really ask Wheeljack that,” Chaindrive said. “I was in a small ship, but I think he built it and I don’t know what he powered it with. That bot is one genius with junk.”
“You—” Optimus Prime had a hundred questions. First among them was, “Who is Wheeljack?”
“Oh,” Chaindrive said. “Right. You wouldn’t know him. He’s an engineer, inventor … you name it. We found him wandering outside Crystal City. We think he escaped from Shockwave, or at least that’s what Alpha Trion thinks.”
Hearing that name referred to in the present tense lifted Optimus Prime’s spirits. “Alpha Trion lives?” he asked. “The war is not lost?”
“Yes and no, Prime,” Chaindrive said. “Alpha Trion is still Alpha Trion, spending lots of time sitting by himself thinking about things and writing in the Covenant. Shockwave doesn’t attack him directly; I think he is afraid, but I’m not sure why. Autobots are managing to hold Iacon. On the rest of the planet, there are pockets where Autobots still fight, but most of Cybertron has settled into exactly what Megatron wants. Peace through tyranny, with Shockwave presiding.” He saw the effect he was having on the assembled bots and added, “We fight, and we’re not losing. We’re holding. But the quicker you can find the AllSpark and get back to Cybertron, the better it’s going to be for everyone.”
“Understood, Chaindrive,” Optimus Prime said. “Thank you for the report. I am especially glad to hear that Alpha Trion still survives. Now, why has he sent you?”
Chaindrive stepped closer to Optimus Prime and held out to him a sliver of polished metal, one end pointed and the other twisted and hooked as if it had been torn apart with great force. “He said I should give this to you immediately. And he said that you would know what to do with it.”
Several things happened at once. Optimus Prime reeled from the sensation of time and space deforming and then stretching and rebounding to their natural equilibrium as he accepted the fifth piece of metal and felt an escalation of the sensation of power he had felt ever since the first two had come together thanks to Blurr back on Velocitron. He also felt a piercing sense of disappointment, because at that moment he became certain that they would not be assembling the Star Saber. He now had five pieces of ancient metal and could sense that whatever the artifact’s purpose or power, it was not a weapon in and of itself.
The sudden uncertainty, following so close on the heels of his confidence that he knew what the metal fragments were, shook Optimus Prime down to his Spark. Right at the center of that uncertainty was a fear that he had failed Alpha Trion. Knowing his mentor was alive, Optimus Prime had rejoiced, but from what Chaindrive had said, Alpha Trion had trusted Optimus to know what to do with the metal artifacts, and he did not. Everything suddenly seemed to hang in the balance. What was he to do?
“Autobots,” he said, “I was wrong about something. This is not the Star Saber.”
“But …” Chaindrive looked around as if Optimus Prime was reacting to speech he could not hear. “How do you know?”
“This—whatever it is—is complete,” said Optimus Prime. “If it were the Star Saber, I would know how to put it together.”
“Remember what Jazz said about not assuming we know what the Matrix is doing,” Silverbolt reminded him. Bumblebee nodded and tried to say something, but all that came out was a faint electrical hum.
“I do. But I feel certain of this. These are the pieces of something that is not meant to be a weapon.”
“Then what is it meant to be? Alpha Trion wouldn’t have sent this bot all the way from Cybertron just to bring a little piece of metal,” Silverbolt said. “You know more than you’re letting on, Optimus.”
“I’m not sure what I know,” Optimus Prime said. “But I think I know a way to find out.”
“I don’t know, Optimus. Shouldn’t we get back to Junkion? Axer’s running around back there, and sooner or later …” Silverbolt trailed off, but Optimus Prime knew what he was going to say.
“Yes. Sooner or later Megatron will pick up our trail, if he hasn’t already,” he said. “But we will be much better prepared to meet him if we have tracked down whatever it is that Solus Prime is directing us toward. She told us that the way to get to the Requiem Blaster was through the other Space Bridge here, so we must go. When we get there, we will be in a position to … do whatever this artifact does. And then we will know.”
Chaindrive had remained silent through most of this exchange, but now he spoke up. “Alpha Trion said I should tell you that Shockwave has been to see him, making threats. He believes that the time is coming when the Decepticons still on Cybertron will make an all-out assault. If you could be back on Cybertron by then, I think the Autobots would rally.”
“The Autobots will have to hold on a little longer,” Optimus Prime said, hating every word as it left his mouth. “I am beholden to follow the directives of the Matrix, and it draws us after the AllSpark. I may not return without it.”
This added to his uncertainty. He wished he could return to Cybertron and fight for those left behind. At the same time he knew that he was fighting for those bots, every one of them, by forging ahead in the quest to recover the AllSpark and draw Megatron ever farther away from Cybertron. As long as Megatron was not there—Optimus Prime believed this with every molecule of his being—the Autobots could hold on.
“You’re with us now, Chaindrive,” he said. “Unless Wheeljack came up with a way to get you back, too.”
“No,” Chaindrive said. “He told me it would probably be a one-way trip. At least until I came back with you.”
“He was right about that.” Optimus Prime looked around the tomb one more time. It was beautiful in its way, austere and silent. Beauty was for another time, though, and although it pained the curious nature that had led Orion Pax on the path to becoming Optimus Prime, he knew this was the moment for direction, not reflection.
“Time to go,” Optimus said. “Back to the ship.”
As soon as the team had shut the main hatch of the ship borrowed from Wreck-Gar’s vast field of junk, Sideswipe accelerated away from the center of the plaza at the tomb of Solus Prime, with the rest of the team watching out for debris as they traveled across the drift of shipwrecks toward the other Space Bridge. The beacon Optimus Prime had left pointed the way, but none of them needed it now. They had all seen the brilliant totem on the map brought to life by the avatar of Solus Prime.
“What is this place?” Chaindrive asked as they flew.
Optimus Prime had no answers.
“Tomb of Solus Prime,” Silverbolt said. “Didn’t we just tell you that?”
“I mean the rest of it,” Chaindrive said. “Where did all these wrecks come from?”
Bumblebee crackled in what Optimus Prime assumed was questioning agreement. He, too, had been looking at the ships as they flew by, wondering where they had come from and how they had come to be abandoned—and by whom. Where had the crews gone? There were no other asteroids visible, no places to construct tombs or sepulchers. The ships themselves did not appear to hold many secrets; they were largely stripped and open to space, and that perhaps accounted for Wreck-Gar’s reluctance to come back.
Although now that he had framed that thought, Optimus Prime was dissatisfied with it. It would take more than ordinary danger to warn away a bot like Wreck-Gar. Something had happened to the Junkions here, something they had told no one about. Thinking about the lost passengers and crews of these many ships—and about Wreck-Gar’s curious reticence—gave Optimus Prime a dark chill. He had a feeling, irresistible and unwelcome, that he would someday find out the answers … and that that day was not so very far away.




Axer had gotten all the way down to the bottom of the shaft. Prowl had him on a tracking display but had to let him go because with four Seekers on the horizon, the Autobots had more immediate concerns. Now they were close enough that Prowl could tell them apart: crazy Skywarp; Thundercracker, who would have been noble if he only had the guts to join the Autobots; the archcon-spirator Starscream; and the mocking Slipstream. Something about the power of flight made some bots … well, Prowl would have put it this way if he were composing a report: Their personalities were more intense than that of your average bot.
But he wasn’t composing a report. He was trying to shoot those intense personalities down so they did not destroy the Ark and all that the Autobots stood for.
He shut down the tracking holo and went to meet the Seekers, wishing that Silverbolt was there to fight by his side instead of off on some mystical quest with Optimus Prime. The quests for long-forgotten artifacts and conversations with the remains of the Thirteen … all of that could wait, thought Prowl, when there was a real and present threat from real and present bots.
You had to live in the now.
He snapped his missile launcher out and locked in on Starscream. All of Prowl’s militia and police experience told him that if you wanted to break up a group, you hit the leader first and you hit the leader hard. Then, if the group stayed together, you knew that they were well disciplined and you adjusted your tactics. He hated these free-form battle situations. Prowl wanted one suspect, one crime, one catch, and one conviction. Like with Axer, although even that was more complicated than Prowl preferred.
This situation, with Junkions just at the horizon blasting and hacking away at Decepticon ground troops? And Seekers coming in to strafe the Ark? And the Nemesis itself looming over Junkion, its tractor beams already ripping at the bottom of Wreck-Gar’s great pit? Here it was, so big that the Seekers looked like toys streaking low toward the Autobot position. Prowl knew there was no way for them to destroy the Nemesis, not from here. Their only hope was to hold off the Decepticon attack until Optimus Prime returned and they could try to mount a focused assault on the ’Con leadership. Of all the places in the universe for a showdown with Megatron, Junkion might well have been the last Prowl would have thought of. He had never even believed it existed until setting foot on it himself. And yet the Decepticons had found them, and there was something on Junkion—other than Autobots—they wanted.
This was crazy.
The only thing that would make me feel better right now, Prowl thought, is to shoot down a Seeker with a missile.
He fired.
The missile, crossing paths with a fusillade of missiles from the incoming Seekers, missed Starscream but hit Skywarp squarely at the base of one wing. The explosion buffeted Slipstream, who had been just above Skywarp, ruining her aim. She fired at the Ark but missed, her energy cannons chewing trenches in the junkscape around the Autobot ship.
But Starscream and Thundercracker were right on target. Their missiles exploded in a jagged line across the Ark’s flank, from the bridge most of the way back to the newly plated hull covering the fuel reservoir that Clocker and Mainspring, with the help of the Junkions, had just finished welding and sealing into place.
“Well, I’ll be …” Clocker never finished the sentence because another missile knocked him off his feet. Mainspring flicked out twin energy cannons and stitched a line of holes across the bottom of Starscream’s fuselage as the Seekers screamed overhead before banking out in a wide sweep to come in for another pass. Skywarp, the Autobots noticed, was lagging significantly behind and trailing smoke from his damaged wing.
Prowl fired again as the Seekers came around. This time his missile hit Starscream a glancing blow before detonating in the Seeker’s wake. A rain of missiles and energy blasts fell among the Autobot defenders.
That was when another one of Prowl’s tracking devices pinged to let him know the subject had come back within range. Each of them had an individual frequency and signal, but Prowl couldn’t believe he was hearing the one he was hearing.
He glanced down at it, ducking away from the spray of shrapnel and debris raised by a missile impact between him and the Ark.
It was true. Prowl raised his head again and looked around, trying to get the signal’s bearings to match up with the real-world environment.
“Optimus?” he said.
The Space Bridge near Solus Prime’s tomb accepted the four bots smoothly. As had happened the last time, there was something strange—almost a hesitation—in their sense of reality, of existence, before they appeared …
… and slammed—Silverbolt first and then the other three in a tumble—into a huge pile of slag and twisted metal and the cinders that were the residue of superhot polymer blast furnaces.
“No,” Silverbolt said as he reassumed bot-form and dug his way out of the minor junkslide the impact had created.
“Yes,” Optimus Prime said.
Bumblebee squawked as Silverbot said, “We’re back on Junkion!”
The implications of this dawned on each bot individually, except Chaindrive, who had just arrived and still was having a little trouble assimilating the fluid and complicated situation. He was looking around at the immensity of the pit and the industrial works it contained. He might also, speculated Optimus Prime, have been looking at the clear signals of battle coming from the highest rim of the pit … or at the one bot, a recently deceased Decepticon, who came bouncing and bumbling down the terraces to crash near where the four Autobots had reappeared.
“If we are on Junkion, then the Requiem Blaster is here,” Optimus Prime said. “And so is Megatron; I can feel his proximity. So now is the time to discover what happens when this puzzle is put together.”
He thought furiously. How could he not have anticipated this? The Matrix had led them to Junkion, and he had delved deep into its interior. How had he not sensed something as powerful as the Requiem Blaster? Was it cloaked, or had Optimus Prime been so certain that the object of his quest was the Star Saber that he had let his judgment be clouded by that certainty?
A fusillade of energy fire blasted into the pit walls nearby, spurring Optimus Prime out of his reverie.
“We should maybe get behind some cover,” Silverbolt said. All four of them scrambled, ultimately finding a recess in the wall, a cavity created by the most recent dig in that area. Once in a more secure position, Silverbolt added, “We should get a ping out to Prowl and Sideswipe, too, make sure they know we’re back.” A rumble shook the ground below their feet, dislodging long-impacted pieces of junk from the walls and arching ceiling of their makeshift cave.
Optimus Prime looked at the ground between his feet and began to understand. “We need to hurry,” he said. “Silverbolt, inform the other bots that we are back. But I might not be able to stay until they can rendezvous with us.”
He looked at the pieces of metal in his cupped hands and said, “We now know that we do not have the Star Saber. But what do we have?”
He held out his hands and let the five pieces of metal drop over a piece of sheet metal that would serve as a makeshift tabletop. They fell in a pattern, hooked ends toward the center and arms radiating symmetrically outward. Another tremor shook them back and forth on the table’s surface, but they maintained their symmetrical relationship to one another.
“When I dropped four of them, they did the same thing,” he said. “Also three. But two only? Then they just fell as you would expect two pieces of metal to fall. Something greater happens the more of them are interacting simultaneously. Ideas?”
“They’re like the hands of a clock,” Chaindrive said.
“Except there are five of them,” Silverbolt pointed out.
Optimus Prime had been considering this problem. He stepped forward and looked again at the five pieces where they lay on the ancient steel sheet. Once, perhaps, it had covered a bulkhead on a starfaring ship … Junkion was like a great puzzle, every piece of it a hint of long-forgotten history. “Perhaps it is a sort of clock that measures something more than time,” he said. “Or different from time.”
“Alpha Trion told me that Vector Prime hid himself away in another dimension,” Chaindrive said. “If we think of those clock hands as pointing toward coordinates …”
“Yes,” Optimus Prime said. “Two for time, three for space.” And with that idea in his head, he thought he knew where that set of coordinates might be found.
Before leaving Cybertron, during his last consultation with Alpha Trion, Optimus Prime had asked whether he might take a copy of the Covenant with him. Alpha Trion had informed him that that was not possible. “The Covenant does not permit itself to be copied,” he had said. “It does not even permit some parts of itself to be memorized.”
Shuffling among the litter of artifacts and scholarly flotsam on his desk, Alpha Trion had come up with a data gem. “You may, however, take this with you,” he had said. “The Covenant states that you will. I have had it in my possession for so great a span of time that I no longer remember where it came from. I would tell you to consider it a gift, but the truth is, I have no real choice about whether I give it to you or not. The Covenant removed that choice long ago.”
Optimus Prime had accepted the gem. “I’ll say thank you, anyway.”
“Your sense of decorum is impeccable,” Alpha Trion had replied. As usual, Optimus hadn’t been able to tell whether he had been joking. Alpha Trion’s sense of humor showed itself rarely, and a bot could almost never be certain whether the archivist was being proper or gently mocking.
Further consideration of Alpha Trion’s humor had been interrupted by a glow from the data gem. A sparkling beam had appeared, linking it with the center of Optimus Prime’s torso, where lay the Matrix of Leadership. It had lasted just a moment, but when it was gone, so, too, was the gem. “The Matrix has taken the information into itself,” Alpha Trion had observed. “You are not meant to know of it yet.”
“Then I will trust that the Matrix will reveal it to me at the correct time.”
Now, thinking back on that conversation, Optimus wondered if the correct time had come. He closed his eyes and focused his mind on the gem, feeling a response from the Matrix within him. Silverbolt and Bumblebee watched, curious but calm. They had long since grown used to the Matrix’s revelations and could tell when Optimus Prime was experiencing one. Ratchet and Jazz came scrambling into the cave, having gotten Silverbolt’s message.
“Status update,” Jazz said. “It’s hell out there. Megatron’s bringing in the Nemesis, and unless I miss my guess, he’s going to bring it right down here. It’s already close enough that we’re having to redeploy away from it.”
Debris erupted from the bottom of the pit, hanging in the column of a tractor beam. Tracing the beam, the Autobots saw that the Nemesis was lowering itself over the center of the pit. It had come down nearly to the level of Junkion’s surface. Futile streaks of Autobot defensive fire crackled on its surface, but the Nemesis did not even bother to return fire. Evidently it had a single task: recovering the Requiem Blaster.
“Let Megatron search,” Optimus Prime said with a confidence he wasn’t sure he should have. He did, though. The answer was close, and he would find it as long as he listened to the Matrix. “We will be ready for him.”
“Also, the Seekers are shooting up the Ark, but Prowl took a pretty fair piece out of Skywarp,” Ratchet said. “He got away, but I don’t think he’s going to be flying again until he puts in some shop time.”
The five pieces lay on the table as Optimus Prime approached, eyes still closed. He opened them and arranged three of the pieces to create a center and a triad of legs radiating out. After a pause, he moved two of the legs to make the angle they created more acute. This done, he tapped his chest, and the three pieces rose into the air over the table, hovering in midair as they arranged themselves in space to create a three-dimensional figure. Optimus Prime picked up the fourth piece and placed it parallel to the floor with one end of it at the center of the figure. When he took his hand away, it, too, remained suspended in the air.
“You feel that?” Silverbolt said. Bumblebee nodded. When Optimus had placed the fourth piece, it was as if a chord had been struck in the fabric of time and space. Now he held the fifth. He reached out and placed it in the air a short distance above the other four, using both hands to angle it. When he let it go, the five pieces together formed what looked like a strange three-dimensional rune. One after another, each of the five pieces lit up, and their ends were linked by curving arcs of indigo radiance.
“This was never the Star Saber,” Optimus Prime said. “It’s …”
“It’s a gateway,” Ratchet said.
Optimus Prime was nodding. “A gateway to Vector Prime. It was once known as the Blades of Time. It was created by Vector Prime, as he had the power of space and time. He created this key to open the portals between the dimensions of space. He must have left it behind when he withdrew, knowing that someday Cybertron would have need of him again.”
As he spoke, they all felt a vibration in space, surrounding them and creating harmonics within each bot’s body. Each of them save Optimus Prime took a cautious step back.
“Tell you what,” Jazz said, “I’m getting a little sick of running across all of these hugely powerful and ancient artifacts. What I could use is a McAdams and something dumb to watch while I drink it. Like a race or something. When’s the next Speedia?”
“Shut up, already,” Sideswipe said. “There won’t be a next Speedia if we let Megatron take over Velocitron and everywhere else he goes.”
“Enough,” said Optimus Prime.
Turning back to Optimus Prime, Ratchet said, “What happens now?”
Optimus Prime reached out until his open palm was nearly touching the perimeter of the gateway. “The only thing to do is open it,” he said, and touched it with the tip of a finger.
The gate, opening, tore a hole in space and time. It had no color and no definable outline. It was a field, an intrusion from another dimensional logic, and every bot present felt right down to its Spark that entering that field might well be the last thing it ever did. The five pieces of the key had vanished as if annihilated by the energies of the gate’s creation. Nevertheless, Optimus Prime stepped right up to it, feeling the fabric of reality come unraveled within arm’s reach. “None of you have to go with me,” he said. “When I return, I will let you know if it is safe. Or if another trip through this gateway is needed at all.”
“With you?” Silverbolt said. “One of us should go instead of you.”
Optimus Prime shook his head. “No. I am Prime. This is my burden, my responsibility. Already I give the Autobots too much to bear.” And the Junkions, he thought.
Everywhere we go, he thought—everywhere I go—misery spreads in our wake like the disintegrating debris field of Junkion.
Perhaps it will take one of the Thirteen to show me the way to lead the Autobots without destroying them.
“Don’t go anywhere,” Optimus Prime said, and stepped through the gateway.
He felt something happen to his senses, but when the sensation had passed, he still saw, heard, felt. Around him was an infinite black speckled with stars. Below his feet he felt a hard surface but could not see it or discern its outlines except by the absence of stars. He looked around, and his optics adjusted, shifting into different frequencies to take advantage of the starlight. His surroundings resolved themselves.
A flat and featureless black plain stretched around him. Optimus Prime turned in a complete circle, and just before completing it he registered the presence of another figure on the plain. It was far enough away to be just at the limit of his ability to perceive it. Optimus began walking.
“Optimus Prime,” the figure greeted him as he drew near.
Optimus inclined his head. “Vector Prime.”
“Yes.”
“For a long time I thought you were a myth,” Optimus Prime said.
Vector Prime did not seem upset by this. “Such is the nature of the passage of time,” he said. “Had you not known Alpha Trion personally, you might have thought all of the Thirteen were just stories.”
This was true. Optimus Prime took some time to consider it. Then he shook himself out of the reverie and asked, “Does time pass here at the same rate it does in … where I came from?”
“That I do not know,” Vector Prime said.
Fear struck Optimus Prime. What if he emerged from the gateway to find that a billion cycles had passed, that Megatron had found his Autobots and destroyed them, that the stars of the galaxy had gone supernova and destroyed all life, that the universe itself had sunk into the heat death that was its ultimate doom?
Vector Prime chuckled. “I shared those very thoughts,” he said. “I do not believe that will happen. I have had long cycles here to contemplate, to consider, to attempt an understanding of this place. I created it, after all. It is my duty to understand it. And as far as I know, there is no great difference between the rates at which time passes here and back in the dimensionality you came from.”
“So you do have an idea,” Optimus Prime said.
“An idea, yes. But perhaps not a good idea or a clear idea.” Vector Prime looked closely at Optimus Prime. “This is an important distinction.”
Optimus felt that he was being challenged somehow. “I am becoming more and more aware of it,” he said.
“That is one of the things leadership teaches,” Vector Prime said. “Now, tell me why you are here.”




The Junkions, reported Lugnut, were tougher than anticipated. “I don’t know if it’s living here or what,” the bruising Decepticon said. “But they don’t go down easy.”
“As long as they go down,” Megatron said. He had the homing device from Axer in one hand. “Hold them off!”
He jumped down the terraces of the great excavation one after another until he reached the last ledge overlooking the open pit floor. Here were the oldest of the wrecks and jetsam that originally had swirled together, drawn by gravity and inevitable collisions to form a planetoid … which then, however accidentally, came to host life.
Too bad it all had to come to an end, Megatron thought.
He held the beacon from Axer in front of him. Seekers screamed overhead, strafing the valiant but overmatched Junkions on their way back to another strike at the Ark. On the other side of the pit, Megatron saw two Autobots—were they Bulkhead and Ironhide?—rappelling down the pit walls on cables Megatron would not have trusted to hold up a spray can of solvent. There was manic courage everywhere, apparently, which was only appropriate given the desperate straits in which the Autobot cause found itself.
“Soundwave,” Megatron called. The great ship came closer. “Have the Nemesis make its final excavation.”
He did not hear the command, but the great Nemesis lowered until it was entirely within the pit. Its mass and the energy of the thrusters that held it steady created screaming turbulence within the pit, tearing loose pieces from the walls and hurling surprised Junkions off the terraces to the floor below. The wind shifted, blew out and then in again. Tremors ran through the pit, resonating with the powerful vibrations emanating from the Nemesis as it lowered itself into the pit and extruded the focalizer for its primary tractor beam almost to the level of the pit floor.
Junkion groaned as the tractor beam activated. Close, Megatron thought. So close. He did not yet have a visual lock on the Requiem Blaster, but the more wreckage the Nemesis tore from the floor, the better the signal from the homing beacon would be. Until then, his Decepticons would continue their battle against the overmatched Autobots and he would enjoy the delicious anticipation that came from knowing that a decisive advantage was coming ever closer. Junkslides ran down the walls of the pit, crushing away the spiraling pit road in places and creating dangerously unstable overhangs along the pit’s upper rim.
A light flashed forth from the homing device, spearing into a point on the floor. “There it is!” Megatron cried out. “Bring it up!”
Axer thought he was nearly there.
His last time down he had gone through the doorway that Optimus Prime apparently had torn open and had continued down and around the sweeping turn in the ancient spacecraft. It amazed him to think that he was inside a craft once inhabited by the Thirteen. Had Solus Prime herself built it? Even so cynical and cruel a bot as Axer could appreciate the uniqueness of this situation. In all likelihood he would never be able to do this again. Megatron, if not simply time and circumstance, would see to that.
There. Ahead.
He was starting to get a sense of what this craft must have looked like when it navigated the long-forgotten paths between stars. It would have been a disc, gently curved along its top and bottom surfaces, with a corridor running the entirety of its perimeter and various spoked feeder hallways meeting at a central complex of chambers and facilities. Whose ship had it been? Liege Maximo’s? Nexus Prime’s?
Even if he never knew, he would always know that he had been here. And once he had the Requiem Blaster, he would be able to tell the story to anyone he wanted. Megatron and Starscream were in for a surprise. Perhaps even Shockwave if Axer ever decided to go back to Cybertron. He could only imagine the expression on Shockwave’s face when he stared down the barrel of the Requiem Blaster in the last moments of his life. A jolt that he could liken only to an asteroid impact rang through the interior of Junkion, knocking Axer flat and partially collapsing the tunnel in front of him. The sound overloaded his auditory array. “No!” he shouted. “No! Not now!” But he could not hear himself, or just barely. There was still a sliver of room in the corridor ahead. He forced himself through it just in time for a second giant impact to pitch him forward as the rest of the corridor collapsed in on itself behind him.
Incredibly, he thought he saw light. Not the dim ancient light that glowed from near the floors and had for countless cycles but the real living light of bots on the surface—or near the surface—of a planet.
Digging.
For what was Axer’s.
“No!” he screamed again, and drove himself forward through the hail of debris and the pitching, rolling floor. From above, but not nearly far enough above, he heard the groan and clank of a bot that must have been so immense as to beggar the senses. Its footsteps, Axer thought, had caused these collapses.
I have been stepped on by a giant, he thought, and almost laughed, but nothing was going to be funny again until he had the Requiem Blaster in his hand. Forcing himself forward, Axer realized that at some point he had been damaged by falling debris. His left leg was a long way from optimal functionality. Still he moved on.
The central chamber of the ancient spacecraft was a perfect sphere. And in the exact center of that perfect sphere hung the Requiem Blaster.
As Axer took in the size of it, he realized that his plan had contained a fatal flaw. The Thirteen must have been enormous, three or four times the size of a normal bot, because that was the only way any of them could ever have held the Requiem Blaster. It was nearly as large as Axer himself. The shock of this discovery seemed reflected in the booms that rocked Junkion. Axer would never have believed the Thirteen had existed—yet they had. The size of the Requiem Blaster was proof. And in that proof was the destruction of his entire plan. Cursing the Thirteen, Optimus Prime, Megatron, and every circumstance that had led him to Junkion to begin with, he reached up and shoved the Requiem Blaster, rocking it in the field that held it suspended in the center of the chamber. Suddenly furious, he gripped the trigger, thick as his wrist, in one hand. He would fire the Blaster, right here in the depths of Junkion, and blast away with it until the entire planet was reduced to floating space junk. As it had been in the beginning.
Axer pulled on the trigger, feeling it start to move. He did not know for certain what was going to happen when the Blaster fired, but he was beyond caring. He kept pulling, and when the chamber heaved around him and slung him away from the Requiem Blaster to crash into the wall, for a moment he thought he had actually discharged the ancient weapon. His head rang from hitting the wall, and it took a moment for his optics to reset. He slid down the inner surface of the sphere, coming to rest at the bottom, directly under the Blaster.
Scrambling to his feet, Axer saw no damage to the chamber. The Blaster had not fired! Then what—?
Another huge shock knocked him down again, and light from the surface poured in as the top deck of the spacecraft was torn away. Axer’s head spun as gravity suddenly seemed to disappear; he begain to float upward in a field of wreckage at the center of which was the Requiem Blaster, slowly turning to align itself with the center of the tractor beam that he realized must be pulling him up. Tractor beam! He looked through the debris and saw the Nemesis.
Screaming with incoherent fury, Axer reached after it even though it was large enough that he could never have held it or brought it to bear. Then he felt a jerk and a shift in the field surrounding him. The tractor beam narrowed, focusing solely on the Requiem Blaster itself, which receded beyond Axer’s grasp. Yet he did not fall as fast as he would have expected. Looking around, he saw to his amazement pieces of dislodged debris following the Requiem Blaster, floating up into the air or tearing themselves away from the vertical walls of the pit’s lower levels.
He hovered at the edge of this stream, roughly level with the pit floor, and watched Junkion begin to tear itself apart.
Above him he saw the tank that had held Makeshift, once built into one of the lower terrace and now torn open by the stresses of the Nemesis lifting the Requiem Blaster free. Makeshift, as agile as any bot ever created, leaped nimbly from his tilting, burst holding tank and—like much of the rest of the lower levels of the pit—swirled into a vortex in the wake of the Requiem Blaster, which rose higher and higher as the Nemesis’s tractor beam pulled the weapon free.
Then everything, the entirety of the pit’s terraces and walls and floor, broke up into a storm of debris that swallowed Axer and Makeshift as if they had never existed.
When it was over, Axer was partially pinned, but he was able to work himself free. Huge and distant noises boomed through the structure of Junkion, and shock waves occasionally knocked him off balance. It was absolutely dark, but Axer’s optics ran into both infrared and ultraviolet, so he could see enough around him to know that he was in real trouble. Everything within his field of vision was a shifting endless deadfall, with uncertain footing and even more uncertain solidity to the ancient spacecraft’s broken upper deck.
But not all of the motion was settling debris from the upheaval and collapse. “Makeshift!” Axer called out. He caught up to the shifter, who was just reassuming his bot-form, a bot so anonymous that it was practically impossible for anyone who saw him once to describe him accurately. “Hard to believe we made it through.”
“I don’t know if I’d say we’ve made it through yet,” Makeshift said. “And I sure don’t know if I’d use the word ‘we’ to mean you and me in any situation.”
“Come on, now, you can’t have hard feelings about that,” Axer said. “Look me in the lens and tell me you would have done something different.”
“I wouldn’t have, that’s true. But I wouldn’t be telling you not to hold a grudge about it, either. So long, Axer.”
Axer tried to keep up with him, figuring Makeshift knew the way out—maybe because Axer himself did not—but with his damaged leg, he couldn’t move fast enough, and Makeshift hadn’t been kidding about holding a grudge. Another tremor ran through the subsurface, opening some spaces and closing others off. It seemed Makeshift spotted an opening. Straining his lenses, Axer, too, could see light, pale and washed out from a thousand deflections and reflections down the vertical wall of an exploratory shaft. Yes, he thought. Makeshift ran for the opening, already assuming the shape of another bot. Axer could almost see which one, but then the tunnel between him and Makeshift collapsed, and he was alone.
He waited, getting his bearings. “All right, Makeshift,” Axer said. “I’d say we’re even, but we’re not. One day I’ll find you, and we’re going to settle things permanently.”
Pained and slowed by his leg, Axer looked around. Junkion boomed and groaned and shifted around him. He would find a way out. The interior was riddled with tunnels and passages and accidental gaps. Maybe that giant bot had torn Junkion apart. Maybe Megatron had abandoned him. Maybe Makeshift had betrayed him. None of it mattered.
Axer would find a way out.
Junkion heaved, and Axer sprawled into darkness. Still, when this latest shock passed, he thought he could see a glimmer of light.
Nothing could keep a bot going like a grudge, and if there was one bot who was never going to forget a grudge, it was Axer. “Makeshift,” he growled. “You bought yourself an enemy for life.”
The passage ahead shifted and closed off again, but there was a way forward somewhere. Powered by hate like a furnace, Axer tore through the shattered substrates of Junkion, looking for the way back to the surface that he knew must be there.




Optimus Prime gathered himself and carried on with his plea to Vector Prime, though inside he was scarcely able to believe he was actually talking to this mysterious hermit of the Thirteen, the monitor of time and space, the enforcer of celestial laws. “We have need of you, Vector Prime. Cybertron is on the verge of destruction. A long period of injustice ended with the beginning of a war. That war has been going on for millions of cycles now. I have been selected by the Matrix of Leadership to resist the domination of Cybertronians who call themselves Decepticons and seek absolute power. Their leader was once a gladiator and is as pitiless as that might lead you to expect.” Optimus paused. There was much more he could say about Megatron, but he was not sure how much should be said.
In truth, what did it matter?
“Wars have broken out among our kind before,” Vector Prime said. “I retired from your dimensionality because of war, because I grew exhausted and could no longer see any way for the warring parties to come to peace.”
“We have not yet come to that point,” Optimus Prime said. “As Prime, I believe in the ideals of Cybertron. I believe that the AllSpark can be recovered and that all Cybertronians can be brought together under the ideals that gave rise to our civilization. Once we spanned the stars,” he said quietly. “Then we turned inward, and abandoned the spirit that fueled our greatness. Now a crisis has come. I have left Cybertron to protect the planet from the worst excesses of Megatron … but I also seek the AllSpark.”
“ ‘Recovered,’ you said. Where is the AllSpark? Why is it not still in the Well?”
Optimus Prime considered how to tell the story. The direct approach seemed best. “I ejected it from Cybertron,” he said. “The threat to it was too great. Megatron had gained control of a well of Dark Energon. If it had polluted the AllSpark …”
Nodding, Vector Prime said, “Megatron. This is the gladiator?”
“Yes, Vector Prime,” Optimus said.
“It would require such a one to unleash the corrosive power of Dark Energon,” Vector Prime said. “He would require the indomitable will of a gladiator, but not just that. This Megatron, his name recalls Megatronus. Perhaps he has something of Megatronus’s love of power as well. That, too, would suit him to the pursuit of Dark Energon.”
“He began with noble intent,” Optimus said. “In the beginning he desired only freedom. But when he saw the power his leadership created, he felt the allure of tyranny too powerfully. I tried to prevent a war. I tried to reconcile with him. We were friends once.”
Vector Prime was silent, lost in thought. “This is a story I have heard before,” he said eventually. “It is a story we Thirteen lived ourselves in a time long before yours.”
The scholar in Optimus Prime, the remnant memory of Orion Pax who lived for nothing but knowledge, burned to know what was within Vector Prime’s mind at that moment. So much history, he thought. So much lost because those who could tell it preferred to remain silent. Could he provoke Vector Prime to tell the story? He did not know, nor did he know if he should. Perhaps long-held secrets should remain secret. Releasing them back into a world that had turned its back on them could have unforeseen consequences, and Cybertron had seen enough unforeseen consequences in recent times.
Still, he could not entirely let go of the desire to know. “I have read some of it, and Alpha Trion told me more,” he said.
The ancient bot’s head came back up, and he met Optimus Prime’s gaze. “Alpha Trion lives?”
“He does.”
“I wonder who else of us remains,” Vector Prime murmured.
“That I do not know,” Optimus Prime said. “But what I do know—what makes my errand here most urgent—is that Megatron seeks the Requiem Blaster.”
“Ah,” Vector Prime said.
Again he fell silent, and Optimus Prime waited respectfully. When he felt he could wait no longer, he said, “Vector Prime. However fast time passes beyond the borders of this space, pass it does. I must act. Will you aid us?”
Vector Prime nodded. “I will.”
Optimus Prime took a step back toward the gateway, but Vector Prime raised a hand to halt him. “Prime.”
To hear one of the Thirteen call him that shocked Optimus. He had long since grown used to hearing the title from other Autobots, but the word in Vector Prime’s voice seemed to carry with it an indescribable weight. I am Prime, he thought. Vector Prime himself has said so.
“I am not the solution,” Vector Prime said. “The universe has passed me by, has passed all of the Thirteen by. I will be of what assistance I can, but your fight with this Megatron … it is your own and can only be your own. I and the rest of the Thirteen are the past. You are Cybertron’s future. I will aid you. I have already given you aid. But I will not leave with you.”
“Understood,” Optimus Prime said after a pause. His sense of leadership’s burden returned. Even one of the Thirteen was standing aside for him. I am Cybertron’s future? He could not even be certain what Vector Prime meant by this. Yet if this was the truth of the situation, the course ahead was clear. They could not rely on the Thirteen, could not expect any salvation from the near-mythical depths of the Cybertronian past. The Autobots were on their own and would make their own history.
Vector Prime stood next to him at the verge of the gateway. “It is a troubling burden to bear,” he said.
“I took it up a long time ago,” Optimus Prime said. “I will not put it down now.”
He emerged through the gateway back into … Optimus Prime wasn’t sure what to call it. Real space? The home dimension? The existence of Vector Prime’s pocket universe had unsettled his sense of what was real.
But he didn’t have long to think about it. All of Junkion was quaking and shuddering around him, and he saw the other Autobots stumbling and sprawled, as if some great impact had knocked them off their feet while he was with Vector Prime. As they got their feet under them amid the rubbish heaps and welded flotsam of Junkion, one of the first things they saw was the Requiem Blaster, hanging in the space below the Nemesis, with a spreading trail of debris slowly falling away from it back to the exploded floor of the great pit.
“Optimus,” Jazz said. “He’s here. Megatron.”
“For how long?”
“Just now,” Jazz said. “I don’t think he knows we’re here.”
“Then we’ll be able to offer him a little surprise,” Optimus Prime said. He was about to explain to them what he had learned in his consultation with Vector Prime, but at that moment the Nemesis began to lift skyward, the Requiem Blaster going with it, and Junkion began to shake again.




As the Requiem Blaster lifted away from contact with the surface of Junkion, seismic jolts began to rock the entire planetoid. Bots all over Junkion looked first up and then down, and then the upheavals knocked them flat. Great chunks of Junkion tore away from the surface, trailing fragments of machinery and rubbish. The Junkions’ communications network, JunkNet, lit up with alarms and warnings, all saying the same thing:
The planet is tearing itself apart!
And it was. Optimus Prime, from his position on the edge of the pit looking down on the hole torn by the Requiem Blaster’s removal, saw that the Blaster itself was causing the disturbance. He could not believe his optics; it was as if the Requiem Blaster had provided Junkion’s center of gravity, accreting the entire planetoid around itself and providing the stability that teracycles of Junkions had depended on and taken for granted.
Now it was all being destroyed as the very shape of Junkion deformed to follow the immense gravity of the Blaster. The picked frames of long-abandoned spacecraft flew again, with neither crew nor engine, spinnning slowly up into the irresistible well of attraction that the Requiem Blaster created. Around them circulated all the rest of Junkion: the modular colony housing that had never reached its destination, the thousands of kliks of cables and wires meant for other colony worlds but repurposed for the JunkNet, and the millions of smaller bits of flotsam that had given Junkion its mass and its citizens their home.
All of it disintegrated as Optimus Prime watched, and he was part of its disintegration. Around him, the Junkions cried out and flailed helplessly as gravity failed and they floated in the great stream of rubbish, themselves now discarded parts. Closer to Optimus Prime, Jazz and Bumblebee grasped at nearby trash; Silverbolt had assumed his alt-form and was doing his best to keep the six of them together.
“We need to get to the Ark!” Optimus shouted.
“Well, that’s one good thing about this place falling apart,” Jazz said. “Look.”
He pointed, and Optimus Prime saw that Junkion’s dissolution had freed the Ark from where it had crashed. Autobots swarmed over its surface, some of them still firing at the Decepticons, who clung to nearby pieces of Junkion and fired back. The Ark’s main door was open, and those Autobots who could were working their way over to it and escaping into the safety of its interior.
“Is it repaired?” Optimus Prime asked. He got on the commlink and raised Perceptor. “Perceptor, the Ark needs to be repaired. Tell me it is.”
“It is!” answered Perceptor. “Mostly.”
He scrambled across the surface of his own little piece of Junkion, a motley and irregular polygon welded together from pieces of starship and honeycombed with tunnels and living spaces. From inside it he heard the confused and angry shouts of the Junkions. Abruptly, JunkNet cut out as its physical connections and energy sources tore apart. Optimus could still feel some of the cries as vibrations coming up through his feet, but he now tumbled silently in the wake of the Requiem Blaster.
The Nemesis had swung around to face the Requiem Blaster, which was now being drawn in toward a makeshift emplacement just below the ship’s nose. Simultaneously the Nemesis deployed a number of tractor beams, gathering in those Decepticons who had been dislodged into space by the disintegration of Junkion. The Seekers flew recovery missions to capture Decepticons that had tumbled some distance away, and along the way they strafed and blasted helpless Junkions.
Optimus Prime started to work out the basics of a plan. He let the Requiem Blaster draw him along, and while the ship was in the middle of a complex recovery operation, he leaped away from the bit of wreckage he’d ridden that far and landed as quietly and unobtrusively as he could on the exterior of the Nemesis.
Working his way over to the Requiem Blaster’s emplacement, he crouched right below the barrel, which extended over his head back in the direction of the central surviving piece of Junkion. Above it, the Nemesis’s bridge viewports glowed. Below Optimus Prime was the remains of Junkion, now mixing into the halo of drifting shipwrecks. The four Space Bridges were off to his left, one of them still lit up and awaiting its next transit.
He took in the situation and realized that the Autobots could turn the chaos to their advantage—but only if he could get Megatron back onto something like firm ground. As long as it was a ship-to-ship battle, the Decepticons surely would win.
He looked around and spotted the Ark, which was performing its own repair operations. Optimus Prime could not tell how many Autobots had been recovered and how many still might be trapped in the debris field.
Silverbolt’s voice crackled in the commlink. “Optimus Prime!” he called, streaking toward the Nemesis and dodging automated defensive fire. “Free yourself and I can pick you up!”
“Stay clear for now,” Optimus Prime ordered. “Perceptor, can you bring the Ark around to pick up Junkions?” He hoped the Ark had not been too badly damaged by the Seekers’ barrage. If repairs were necessary, they would have to happen in the dangerous midst of a field of floating space junk while the Autobots made sure that all the Junkions survived and had a way to keep themselves alive, which probably meant more bots on the Ark. How many could they take?
It appeared that a large chunk of Junkion was holding together, perhaps because there was enough mass in the fragment to maintain enough gravity to keep itself together … or because the millions of cycles of digging and welding and smelting had stuck its constituent bits of junk into an indestructible agglomeration. Optimus didn’t know which. The fragment was irregular in shape, looking roughly ovoid except for a giant divot out of the larger end of the oval, where the remains of the great pit could still be seen.
Around this central remnant planetoid, the rest of what had formerly been Junkion drifted in a long and ragged trail after the hyperdense Requiem Blaster. The Ark fired its thrusters to keep distant, but even it was being drawn in the Blaster’s wake.
Yes, thought Optimus Prime. He saw Silverbolt dodging through the debris in his direction and waved him away.
“Optimus?” the Silverbolt’s voice came through the commlink.
“Go back to the Ark,” Optimus Prime commanded. “Is Sideswipe aboard the Ark?”
“I’m here, Prime,” Sideswipe said.
“Good. Bring the Ark back to that big piece of Junkion that’s left.”
“But Optimus—”
“Do it,” Optimus Prime said.




When the Requiem Blaster was attached to the front of the Decepticon vessel but not fully integrated into it—Wreck-Gar could tell that through his scopes—the debris of Junkion stabilized. Still there was a large central piece of the planetoid, and it was near there that the Decepticons kept their ship. They could have the Requiem Blaster as far as Wreck-Gar was concerned. He liked Optimus Prime and particularly Jazz, who kept him laughing, but the Junkions had been getting along just fine until all these bots from Cybertron had shown up with their grievances and their quests and their wars. The sooner they all got going wherever it was they were going, the better.
The resilient and innovative Junkions, long used to making do in difficult circumstances, had already begun to build links between the larger pieces that had remained close together. Search parties were sent out to the fringes of the debris field to recover bots who had been marooned on smaller pieces of the planetoid that had traveled farther and faster in the Requiem Blaster’s wake.
“Well!” Wreck-Gar proclaimed. “Now we have an asteroid field! Let’s get working it! Break it down! Let’s make some junk!”
If there was anything Junkions had, it was a can-do spirit. They threw themselves into the task at hand with a minimum of grumbling about the passage of Autobots and Decepticons that had caused the whole problem in the first place. There was no bot so stoic as a Junkion.
When another ship appeared at the edges of the debris field not fifty cycles into the reclamation project, the Junkions looked up, took notice, and then went back to what they did best. They salvaged, they rebuilt, they made do. Wreck-Gar would handle it. He always did.
Looking up, he saw that the Decepticon ship—or bot or whichever—had stopped and still hung in near space, linked to Junkion by a long stream of little pieces of what had once been his planet. Must be hard to pilot that ship, Wreck-Gar thought. Got all that drag on the front, plus it brings every little bit of space junk right into your path.
It was me, he thought, I’d get rid of it. Doubt there’s a weapon worth risking your ship to have.
The Autobots’ Ark had fired away from the surface when Junkion had started to break apart, but now Wreck-Gar saw it returning. “Great fiery furnace!” he roared. “These Cybertronians need to leave us alone.”
But of course he knew they wouldn’t. Even now the Ark was touching down again. Wreck-Gar stood by as Detritus welded a cable into a pulley fixture. At the other end of the cable was an electromagnet, one of Wreck-Gar’s—and the Junkions’—prize possessions. It was turned off because Junkion’s power grid and JunkNet were in pieces, but Wreck-Gar was not going to lose it.
He looked up from Detritus’s work, and as his optics readjusted, he saw one of the Autobots there: Jazz. “You messed up my junk!” Wreck-Gar shouted. “You Cybertronians, what a mess!”
“Agreed,” said Jazz. “It’s a mess, all right. Maybe you can help us clean it up.”




It was the damaged Skywarp, half-delirious and rolling around in one corner of the Nemesis’s bridge, who suddenly sat up and said, “Megatron. Something’s going on with the Blaster.” Then he started screaming again as the diagnostic drone went back to work on him.
Megatron couldn’t help but laugh. It was always the sadists who couldn’t take pain.
Around him on the bridge, the Seekers were struggling to keep control of the Nemesis, which in ship mode was balky and stubborn even when it didn’t have a Requiem Blaster hastily grafted onto its front. When its thrusters fired, they no longer created drive along its central axis because of the hefty weapon. When it ran sensor sweeps, the Blaster interfered with them. They were piloting through a field of millions of pieces of junk using bare bot optics and unenhanced bot reflexes.
“I don’t believe it,” Slipstream said when she had run an external scan. “It’s Optimus Prime!”
“Go,” Megatron commanded. “Get him loose so we can use the Blaster. If he wrecks it or takes it off the hull, don’t come back.”
Slipstream was gone in a flash. Ahead of them hung the Space Bridge that led back to Velocitron. Megatron was thinking of what Velocitron would look like after he had taken a couple of shots at the speedway with the Requiem Blaster. Override wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss him then. Of course, by then it would be too late for her, anyway. Ransack, too, in all likelihood. Megatron didn’t trust him. He would install his own bots to run Velocitron. Then he would get these Junkions working to repair the Space Bridges, and the might of the Decepticons would overspread the galaxy.
As soon, of course, as Slipstream pried Optimus Prime off the front of the Nemesis and Megatron got to test the Requiem Blaster on his hated adversary.
“If we try to go through a Space Bridge like this, there’s no telling what’s going to happen,” Starscream said. “I mean, go ahead if you want to, but we might all come out a billion cycles from now turned into rubber. Or just melted. Or dead.”
“Silence,” Megatron said. “Once we get Optimus off the Nemesis, we can either test the Requiem Blaster on him or leave him drifting here. Then we can come back to finish him off.”
“As you command, Megatron,” Starscream said. “But we can’t hit him with the Blaster when he’s tearing its barrel off, and I don’t see anyone other than Slipstream in a big hurry to go out there and fight him.”
Megatron stepped up close to Starscream. “Maybe that’s a job for you, my trusted lieutenant.”
“Order refused, sir,” Starscream said with an ironic salute.
“Then maybe I ought to just dispose of you.”
“Maybe you should,” Starscream said. “On the other hand, while you’re distracted doing that, the Nemesis could be hit by a big piece of Junkion.”
It was a standoff. Megatron looked around the bridge and saw that all the Seekers were looking back at him. Once again he realized that as a group, the Seekers would always stick with each other. “You want to go back?”
“We need to make planetfall again,” Starscream said. “The quicker we do it, the quicker we’ll be able to bring the Requiem Blaster to bear.”
Megatron had the desire to kill so badly that he couldn’t think about anything else. It was worse than anything he had ever wanted since his first kill in the ring, and now that Starscream had gotten him thinking about a final battle, just he and Optimus Prime, that compulsion was almost enough to make him do something crazy.
Almost.
“Very well, Starscream,” he said. “We go back, and you make sure you bring me the heads of the Autobots. And nobody disposes of Optimus but me. Understood?”
“A race,” Starscream said. “With Optimus Prime’s head as the finish line. I like it.”.
Megatron locked optics with him. “You’re not going to like it when you lose.”
“Let’s get to it,” Starscream said.
“Yes,” Megatron said. “Thundercracker, bring the Nemesis back down to that central piece of Junkion. Lock it in place with a tractor beam and let’s finish this.”
“One shot,” Skywarp was babbling. “One shot and we’d be rid of the Ark and Optimus Prime once and for all.”
“Not while he is still on our hull, you fool,” Megatron said. “Much as I hate to say it, Starscream is right. So do it.”
The Nemesis turned, shuddering under the impacts of debris, including unfortunate Junkions that had followed the Requiem Blaster and now were an obstacle course in the Nemesis’s path back to Junkion. “Take that, librarian,” Megatron muttered. Perhaps, he mused, they would get a stroke of luck and Optimus Prime—as well as Slipstream—would be scraped off the Nemesis by a fortuitously placed bit of Junkion. What an ignoble ending that would be for a bot whose life had been defined by dedication to ideals. Even Megatron could acknowledge that.
Once he had allowed himself to imagine ruling with Optimus Prime at his side. Of course, Optimus Prime had been Orion Pax, trusted adviser to the true Prime.
Megatron Prime.
But that was never going to happen. What was going to happen now was that the Nemesis was going to turn around and bring the Requiem Blaster back to the biggest piece left of the interstellar trash heap that was Junkion, and when the Nemesis was landed and Optimus Prime was ready to display his courage in the full view of the other Autobots and the Junkions—that was when Megatron was going to put an end to the librarian once and for all.
Peace through tyranny demanded that occasionally a courageous member of the opposition be made an example of. Megatron should have done it a long time ago, before the war had really started, back when the Decepticons were still setting off explosions at Six Lasers and the industrial complexes of the Hydrax Plateau. Much might have been different.
But it was not different. It was as it was, and Optimus Prime would simply have to die now, instead.




The Autobots had a lot to answer for, was Wreck-Gar’s opinion. He wanted to know why they hadn’t told him what they were looking for. He wanted to know why Optimus Prime had disappeared right when the Decepticon ship had, and he wanted to know how exactly the Junkions were supposed to do their work when the entire planet had fallen apart. If Wreck-Gar had wanted to mine asteroids, he would have found asteroids to mine.
All those questions would wait for the next time Wreck-Gar could slow Optimus Prime down long enough to get some answers. Right now, in the middle of salvaging the electromagnet, he also wanted to know who had piloted the immense battle cruiser that only recently had entered just above the debris field’s ecliptic. It was a kind of ship Wreck-Gar had never seen before, but its purpose was clear from its design: Wedge-shaped with an energy-harvesting foil extending down from its keel, the ship bristled with armaments, from heavy cannon to the spiky clusters of needlebeam emplacements. Wreck-Gar could see ports on either side of it that, if he was any judge of military ship design, would open to disgorge smaller one- and two-bot craft for the purpose of close attack or space-to-ground assault. On its stern, he could see a glyph: an armored face and what could be crossed swords.
Coming in a cluster from the great black arrowhead of a ship, smaller landing ships touched down in a circle around Wreck-Gar and his crew where they were still tethering the cable to hold the immense electromagnet. He ignored the ships—there was work to be done—until their leader, a king-size silver and blue bot with one normal foot and the other leg ending just below the knee in a long unadorned steel strut, strode from one of the ships. He was larger than Wreck-Gar, his plating accented with yellow spikes and claws that were not all ornamental. From the center of his torso glowed the menacing red eyes and mouth of a stylized leonine face, and his head was adorned with brow plates and spiky blue protrusions. The entire effect was a bit overdetermined for Wreck-Gar’s taste, but then again, he preferred an understated, workmanlike look.
“Bah-weep-graaaahnah wheep ni ni bong.”
Wreck-Gar had not heard the universal greeting in a long time. He gave it right back. “Welcome to Junkion!” he added. “Need something broken down, junked, un-junked, we do it!”
The big blue bot reached out and seized Wreck-Gar by the throat, lifting him off the ground. Wreck-Gar was pretty big himself, and even in the middle of his shock he was thinking that there weren’t many bots out there who could do what this one was doing. “Gurk,” he said. “Junk!”
“Are you the leader of these bots?” the invader growled.
Now, how did he know that? Wreck-Gar wondered. “I am Wreck-Gar!” he said, getting his composure back even if his feet weren’t touching the ground. If this bot thought he was going to intimdate Wreck-Gar, he was in for a surprise. “Who’s asking?”
“Tell me where the Cybertronians are,” the one-legged bot said.
“Look around,” Wreck-Gar said. “We got junk here!”
“Tell me where they are!”
Now Wreck-Gar was angry and didn’t bother to hide it. “This is Junkion. No time for this! Too much to build!” He really didn’t have time for this. There were machine shops, foundries, furnaces, and the spaceport to put back together.
The leader looked left and right. “Cannonball, Brimstone. Convince them,” he said. At this cue, two of his henchmen—one-wheeled and one-legged but both larger than Wreck-Gar—converged on the nearest Junkion, who happened to be Arclight. Before any of the Junkions knew what was happening, one of the bots seized Arclight’s arms and the other tore his head from his shoulders in a burst of sparks. Arclight’s legs shot out straight, and the bot holding his arms let his decapitated body go. There was dead silence.
“Tell me where the Cybertronians are,” the one-legged bot said again after the last sparks had stopped jumping from Arclight’s severed head.
In the shocked silence, Wreck-Gar said, “Now, hold on.” He thought furiously, knowing that the Junkions stood no chance in a fight against these invaders. Could he sacrifice one of his Junkions? Who? Or could … He glanced up at the sky and saw that in the distance, almost as far as the Space Bridge the Autobots had used to come from Velocitron, the Nemesis and the Ark had stopped.
Were they coming back? Or …?
“My patience is limited,” said the one-legged bot, his voice low but ominous.
Then Wreck-Gar’s old friend Detritus, who had barely made it out of the wreckage of the furnace at the bottom of the pit, stepped forward to rescue Wreck-Gar from the dilemma of leadership.
“Axer’s a Cybertronian,” he said, pointing across the empty space between two drifting bits of Junkion. “He’s been here for a long time, but he’s Cybertronian.”
Wreck-Gar kept silent. There was no proof to corroborate Detritus’s story, but he was grateful that the decision had been taken out of his hands. Because Detritus did not lie. Ever. If he said Axer was Cybertronian, it was true.
And if a Cybertronian had to be sacrificed so that the Junkions might live, well, Wreck-Gar figured, that was another problem that could be laid at Optimus Prime’s feet. Nobody had asked the Autobots to come to Junkion, and the Junkions had no reason to love them after what had happened to their planet with the excavation of the Requiem Blaster.
Plus, he had no love for Axer, who even if he was not Cybertronian was almost certainly a murderer.
The pirate leader followed Detritus’s pointing arm. “If we do not find this Cybertronian there,” he said, “we will be back. And we will be angry.”
“You’ll find him,” Detritus said. “Now leave us.”
They did, and as the invaders poured back into their landing craft, Wreck-Gar noticed that there were two of Detritus.
No, he thought, but why should he have been surprised that Makeshift had escaped during the upheavals that had practically destroyed Junkion? “You, Makeshift,” he said, and the shifter flickered out of Detritus’s form into his own: a plain, unburnished gray.
“At your service,” Makeshift said.
“I don’t want your service, junk!” Wreck-Gar said. “You I want dead! Junkions, destroy him!”
“Aw, come on, Wreck-Gar,” Makeshift said, his form already beginning to shift. “You’re not still holding a grudge about Shearbolt when you have all of these other problems?”
He vanished into a flickering succession of forms, running through the Junkions, who kept searching for a good shot and passing it up because Makeshift kept assuming the form of the nearest Junkion. He disappeared into the rubble and was gone.
Wreck-Gar felt sick. “Junkions,” he said, speaking slowly so he would not be misunderstood, “when these Autobots and Decepticons are gone, remind me to destroy the Space Bridges after them.”
They looked down at the decapitated body of Arclight. Then an explosion sounded from the drifting fragment that Makeshift had sent the invaders to. Across the narrow void, Wreck-Gar and the other Junkions watched as a brief fight erupted. Then the landing ship lifted off the large bit of flotsam. They expected it to return to the larger ship, which loomed over the Junkion debris, blotting out fifteen degrees of starfield, but instead it looped back toward the recovery site where Wreck-Gar and his crew had returned to their work. Almost before it had braked to a landing, the pirate’s minions were among them, fighting nonlethally but irresistibly. Wreck-Gar tried to fight, but surprise and superior numbers were too much. Before they could muster any real resistance, Wreck-Gar and several other Junkions were magnetically bound and thrust together into a group for the pirate leader’s inspection. Detritus was closest to him, on his left.
At the rear of the pirates—increasingly, that was what Wreck-Gar was sure they were—flapped a winged bot unlike the Autobot or Decepticon Seekers. From its steel talons dangled Axer.
“I have the Cybertronian,” the pirate leader said. “But that’s not all I need.”
He pointed up toward the ruins of the Space Bridge that hung glimmering in the middle distance, near the original site of Junkion. “How long has it been since that Space Bridge functioned?”
Wreck-Gar shrugged, unwilling to give this pirate even the semblance of cooperation. “A long time.” He did not mention that one of the other ones worked. The way Wreck-Gar had it figured, he was issuing information to pirates on a strictly as-requested basis.
“You will make it work again,” the pirate leader said. “But not the way it originally did.” He motioned to his minions, who roughly dragged the Junkions onto the landing craft. It wasn’t until they were all aboard the ship that Wreck-Gar found out what the pirate captain wanted them to do.
Slipstream’s first attack very nearly knocked Optimus Prime loose from the death grip he had on the base of the Requiem Blaster’s barrel. A piece of the barrel housing came loose in Optimus Prime’s hand, and he broke it again over Slipstream’s head as he scrambled to get his feet planted. In bot-form, Slipstream fought hand to hand with the occasional aid of a short-range energy cannon that fired so fast that its individual bolts almost became a white-hot plasma curtain. She brought that cannon to bear, and Optimus Prime slammed it aside with the last piece of the Requiem Blaster’s barrel housing.
He looked over his shoulder and saw the Nemesis was swinging around, taking a course that would miss the Space Bridge by a long way but put the ship on a direct intercept course for the central remnant of Junkion.
Where the Ark, too, was returning, its engines barely flickering and crystalline puffs of escaping gas trailing behind it. Sideswipe was executing the plan perfectly.
Megatron, thought Optimus Prime. You just can’t resist
the idea that you can put this ship down and finish things face to face.
One shall stand, Optimus thought. And one shall fall.
Slipstream came at him again, grappling him up against the makeshift turret the Nemesis had created to hold on to the Blaster. Optimus Prime deflected a punch from Slipstream that left a dent in that turret instead; counterpunching, he caught Slipstream flush in the face. The dazed Seeker slipped along the outside of the Nemesis’s hull but caught herself. Once again she came after Optimus Prime, this time firing a barrage of energy bolts on her approach. Optimus felt the burn and the sting of them, but he put his head down and charged right into Slipstream’s attack.
They met head-on with a crash that boomed through the hull of the Nemesis and was undoubtedly audible to the Decepticons inside. Optimus Prime, bouncing back from the impact, caught the Requiem Blaster’s barrel again. With his other arm, he caught the unconscious Slipstream, giving her another couple of taps to make sure she stayed unconscious.
Then he heaved Slipstream upward so she would pass in front of the Nemesis’s bridge.
Come and get me, brother, he thought. Either here or when we get back to Junkion. I will meet you either place.
One shall stand. One shall fall.




Junkion—what was left of it—loomed ahead. The Autobots’ Ark—seemingly flying on its own but still visibly in the final stages of repairs that seemed as if they could never be completed—drifted near the remnant planetoid, having given up its pursuit of the Nemesis. It limped back toward Junkion, fighting the tug of the Requiem Blaster all the way. Megatron hoped that not too many of the Autobots had perished in the disintegration of Junkion.
He wanted them all to see what was coming.
Some of the drifting wrecks that littered the near space between Junkion and the line of Space Bridges would be fine additions to the Decepticon fleet, particularly the great black wedge of a ship that hung on the far side of the debris field. Megatron could see Junkions crawling over its surface, torches flaring as they did what Junkions did: They worked. Farther out, one of the Space Bridges—and this surprised even Megatron, who prided himself on never being surprised by anything—appeared to be in the grip of a tractor beam and was being drawn in slowly toward another waiting crew of Junkions. Its lights glittered; Megatron wondered where it led. It had been on one end of the string of Space Bridges arrayed at the edge of Junkion’s gravitational influence. Now the other three were beginning to drift apart.
If the Junkions were trying to get that monster into fighting form, it would be a formidable opponent. But the Nemesis would be a match for it. Megatron was confident that the Nemesis would be a match for any ship yet built.
What they would want a Space Bridge for, Megatron had no idea. Once he had settled things with Optimus Prime, he would find out. And then the battleship would be the first addition to that new Decepticon fleet he envisioned.
Except once he had destroyed Optimus Prime, the Nemesis could return to Cybertron and mop up the rest of the doomed Autobots, and there would be no immediate need for a Decepticon fleet. Not that lack of immediate need would stop Megatron from wanting a fleet. Or building one. Or using one as soon as he could find another world to use it on.
All of that was getting ever so slightly ahead of things, however, given the fact that the librarian was still grappling with Slipstream on the external hull of the Nemesis, right under the barrel of the Requiem Blaster. First things first. He could dream of a fleet once he had news that Optimus had been disposed of.
Except, apparently Optimus wasn’t willing to go along with that plan. Slipstream, battered and limp, drifted past the portals at the side of the Nemesis’s bridge.
“Get us back to Junkion, now!” Megatron ordered.
First things first, indeed.




There is much that even I do not know about my companions among the Thirteen. I would not be surprised if more of them than I had guessed still travel among the stars, waiting for history’s great wheel to bring them back together in some combination that only the great Wizard of Forms, Nexus Prime, could have predicted.
Nexus Prime was always a difficult ally because he was a difficult bot to predict. Proud and enormously powerful, he could also be humorous and even a bit of a prankster, although I confess I do not remember any of his jokes and in all likelihood did not find them funny. The times of the Thirteen did not permit of much levity.
Vector Prime was very different.
Of the Fallen and Liege Maximo, there is little I wish to say. And of Solus Prime, I have said all I care to. The others … there are too many stories. I cannot tell them all at once and cannot inscribe them all in the Covenant. How many pages would it take to do justice to the lives of one of the Thirteen? Sometimes I think there are not that many pages in the entirety of the Covenant, and yet there are great numbers of bots who think the age of the Thirteen is passed or that they (that we, I should say) never existed at all.
History is a great winnower, but what is winnowed out sometimes is the truth.
Vector Prime, of all of us, most believed in the supremacy of ideals. He had at the core of his being an understanding of the immutability of natural law, the essence of time and space and existence. He held us Thirteen together—it now, so many cycles later, seems to me—by the sheer force of his belief.
But no belief survives forever. The passage of time destroys all things. Even, if we are to believe the scientists who theorize on the nature of our universe and others, time itself. The great creator, the great destroyer, time annihilates even the idea of time in the end. First, however, it gradually erodes the memories of even the greatest of ideas. And ideals.
Vector Prime saw this happening in the aftermath of the wars we fought among ourselves. When the Fallen murdered Solus Prime and another conflict erupted around the ambitions of Liege Maximo, Vector Prime saw that he could no longer act as our exemplar because we had lost our ability to follow any example. We had become too enamored of ourselves as the Thirteen, the mighty avatars of all bots who were to follow; we no longer knew how to view ourselves honestly or speak to each other without the hostility and condescension that comes from thinking that only you—only I—am really worthy.
More even than Solus Prime’s death, it was the revelation of Liege Maximo’s treachery that ended Vector Prime’s desire to be part of us. He could understand a moment of fury such as overtook the Fallen when he killed Solus Prime. But Vector Prime was unable to tolerate living in a universe where bot would plot against bot.
He was ready to escape to his own universe, and so he did.
It may be that Optimus Prime can find him. I tried, long ago. Then, with Alchemist Prime, I began to oversee the beginnings of civilization on this planet, and I lost track of the search for Vector Prime. Once Cybertron began to grow, there was enough to do here. Alchemist Prime, seeing that this civilization was running and would survive, disappeared to hunt for Liege Maximo, who had fled to a distant vastness, galaxies away. Eventually he was caught, and I believe—although who can know, with the Space Bridges collapsed and the archives devastated by war—that Liege Maximo is imprisoned still. Only Alchemist Prime knows for certain, and he has not been seen since well before the Age of Wrath.
Alchemist Prime was the last of the Thirteen I saw. But right before that, I saw Nexus Prime for the last time as well.
He, you must understand, was almost exactly the polar opposite to Vector Prime. A lover of change, of mutability, Nexus Prime had this in common with the trickster Amalgamous Prime. He differed in temperament, however, and in the nature of his mutability. Nexus Prime could bring a number of bots together and mold them into a single form. He was the first and greatest of the combiners. Even when he stood by himself, he seemed overlaid with the forms of possible combinations.
He was fascinated by the transformations of matter: phase change, the creation of new elements in the mighty forges of stars. He vexed some of the other Thirteen, but I believe Solus Prime was a little bit in love with him. She, who also had all of her soul invested in creation, could not help but see a kindred spirit in Nexus Prime.
This, of course, made the Fallen and Liege Maximo hate him all the more.
These stories are old, older than the dust under the feet of Shockwave’s Insecticon soldiers, who are doubtless
coming here even now to drag this bot away. I will fight them, and the Wreckers will fight them with me, and whether we live or die, our resolve will be known. That truth, I hope, will not be among those winnowed away in the great arc of history.
I have been experiencing visions of the Cyber Caliber. This is why Nexus Prime is on my mind. It was he who collected the pieces of the Cyber Caliber after the terrible battle with Liege Maximo, and he who hit upon a scheme to make sure that time and circumstance would only grant the return of the Cyber Caliber when it was necessary, when its loss could no longer be acceptable.
Only Nexus Prime could have conceived of the expedient of shattering himself into five bots and concealing one of the pieces of the Cyber Caliber within each. And even if another of the Thirteen had conceived of it, only Nexus Prime would have been willing to do it. He was our mad experimenter, our bot who could envision anything and try to make it happen, our member who could see himself in any bot and any bot in himself. When the Cyber Caliber needed to be hidden, he simply envisioned his single body as five … and so it was.
That was the last time any of the remaining Thirteen ever saw him.
It is a different universe, a different history, now. I am the last of the Thirteen who still exists among the bots whose worlds we created, whose culture and civilization we set in motion. I am a holdover from ancient times, hunkered down amid relics of a past that only I experienced or can remember …
Unless some of the rest of us still survive.
Perhaps the Fallen lives. Liege Maximo, as I said, is imprisoned or perhaps has died. Vector Prime vanished into a pocket universe of his own creation so long ago that his creation might well have wound down into a heat death of its own by now; Nexus Prime’s five constituent
parts have never been heard from again, but how would we know if they had?
The rest … of them I know nothing.
You must have understood some of this before I sent you, Chaindrive. For I believe there is something of the Thirteen in you …
But those musings are for another time.
Shockwave is coming.




When the Nemesis came unexpectedly around to angle itself for deployment of the Decepticon ground forces, Optimus Prime realized they had been gone longer than he had thought. He had been busy fighting off the sorties of the Seekers, who harried him constantly on his way back until he figured out that they would not shoot at the Requiem Blaster. He hunkered down in his original spot, just below the base of the Blaster’s barrel, and grappled with Slipstream and Thundercracker when they came in to pry him out manually. Slipstream possessed remarkable powers of recovery, Optimus Prime noted, almost as remarkable as the constant stream of insult and invective that poured out of her mouth while they battled. He had fought them off, but they were still swooping around the Nemesis, and Optimus Prime could not get away from the Blaster without exposing himself to a barrage of missiles. The stalemate was fine with him, as it gave him time to regroup and undoubtedly gave the rest of the Autobots time to marshal their limited resources in anticipation of the Decepticon landing.
Optimus Prime took stock of the situation. He was under fire on the cowling of a ship whose entire crew bore him implacable ill will. That crew—and their immensely powerful leader who had once been his friend—was charged with killing him and destroying everything he stood for. They were barreling through a hail of drifting debris to a final confrontation on the remains of a planet that only recently had been torn into pieces, and the ship he was counting on to carry him forward on his quest was damaged and barely able to keep itself from crashing into larger bits of debris.
In a situation like this, careful prioritization was almost as important as firepower. There would be plenty of time to complete repairs on the Ark once the Decepticon threat had been dealt with. First he would handle the impending rendezous on the central remnant of Junkion itself, where Megatron no doubt would attempt to end the Autobot resistance once and for all.
Where were the Autobots? Optimus craned around, but he could not see the Ark and could not move far from his position without exposing himself to fire from the Seekers. The Nemesis made its final approach to the central fragment of Junkion, with the shattered pit still at its center. Optimus Prime also saw Wreck-Gar’s improvised Energon reactor drifting free, emitting occasional sparks as other, smaller pieces of debris deflected off it. If it collided more forcefully with a larger bit of junk, it could well detonate with enough force to destroy a ship. Optimus filed that away, thinking that a floating bomb might come in handy in the battle to come.
They would need all the help they could get.
Over the edge of pit where the Decepticons had made their discovery, crossing a deep-cut canyon that snaked away into the broken horizon, stood a bridge erected eons ago for purposes long since forgotten by the Junkions who excavated beneath it. Perhaps it once had led to one of their innumerable machine shops or smelters, or perhaps a Junkion had built it simply because he had seen a gorge and reasoned that any gorge needed a bridge to span it. It was made from scavenged girders and beams, pieces of ship hulls, and other bits of metal whose original function was impossible to determine.
That gorge grew shallower the farther away from the pit it ran, and at the shallow end of it lay the ship of the now-imprisoned Decepticon Axer, who was at that moment scheming to find ways to make himself indispensable to the pirate captain; that was the only way he could envision not being killed by the bot’s mad hatred of all things Cybertronian.
From the tumbled wreckage just downhill from Axer’s ship, another bot stood up and looked around as if in confusion. That wreckage once had been the ship that Axer was looting when the delayed release of Space Bridge energy had catapulted him to Junkion. This drifting wreck had come, too, and so had its sole crew member, who now appeared to get its bearings and head straight for the pit, where Clocker, Mainspring, Chaindrive, and Pinion waited.
The Junkions worked at an incredible pace. Megatron would not have thought it possible for them to do everything that they had. “When I have enslaved these Junkions,” he said to Starscream, who, to Megatron’s irritation, still refused to take part in the harassment of Optimus Prime outside, “they will do great work for us.”
“Without a doubt, yes,” Starscream said. “Nobody works with pride and commitment like a slave.”
Megatron let that slide, so fixated was he on the transformation of the ship. The sides of the immense battle cruiser, with its improvised and customized weapons emplacements and its fixtures cannibalized from a thousand different cultures, now were adorned with the two halves of the Space Bridge nearest to the center of the Junkion debris field. Held to the main body of the vessel by long struts welded together from the longer and straighter pieces of steel found floating near the ship, the Space Bridge halves began to glow as if charged by some unknown source.
Megatron almost hated to tear himself away. But the Nemesis had reached the main remaining part of Junkion, and it was time for that face-to-face killing he’d been so anxious to start. Later he would add that ship to his fleet.
“Optimus Prime is out!” crackled Thundercracker’s voice over the command commlink.
“After him,” Megatron commanded. “Harry, but do not kill.”
Leaving the Nemesis to hold its position, he charged toward the drop doors, spoiling for a fight.
When the Nemesis got close to Junkion, the surviving Autobots on Junkion’s central remnant watched in awe as several things happened simultaneously. The great ship came in low over the edge of the pit opposite the Ark’s initial crash site. Behind it, the Ark drifted in, barely able to move itself but now drawn again back toward Junkion by the pull of the Requiem Blaster. As it reached an altitude from which Prowl could almost have hit it with a thrown knife, it held and drop doors on its underside opened.
At the same time, Optimus Prime, dangling from the barrel housing of the Requiem Blaster, jumped.
“Optimus!” Silverbolt yelled, and took off even as a stream of Decepticons began pouring from the Nemesis. Two of them—Thundercracker and Slipstream—had been outside it already and dived after the falling Optimus Prime.
Silverbolt got there first, swooping alongside Optimus Prime and offering a wing for Prime to hold on to. But this slowed him down, and missile bursts began to track them in their descending path toward the Autobot encampment along the rim of the pit. The Ark had drifted within the gravitational influence of the Requiem Blaster again, and Sideswipe was barely able to keep it from another hard landing. Optimus Prime looked down, concerned for the well-being of the other bots on board, but he could do nothing about that now.
The Nemesis completed its deployment of Decepticon forces and hovered near the bottom of the pit, which after the upheavals from the excavation of the Requiem Blaster was much shallower.
“We have no time,” Optimus Prime said to Silverbolt. “You must get me as close as you can to Megatron.”
“You got it,” Silverbolt said, but Skywarp and Thundercracker at that moment blasted them with a missile salvo and Optimus Prime lost his grip. “Optimus!” called Silverbolt, but Optimus Prime was falling, and the impact of the Seeker missiles had knocked Silverbolt off course. There was nothing either of them could do.
Optimus Prime crashed into a steep slope of wreckage collapsed out of some of the terraces destroyed in the Blaster-quake. He caused a further collapse and rode the churning path of junk down to the pit floor, where, when he got to his feet and looked around, he found Autobots rushing to help him. “Get back to the Ark,” Optimus said. “It’s defenseless without you to protect it.”
At least they were at the shallow end, he thought, looking up at a bridge that spanned a wide crack in the planetoid’s surface.
“That might be true,” Ironhide said. “But we can’t leave you here.”
“Maybe so …” Optimus Prime said. He felt a strange tingle in the air, an almost tangible crackle of connection as, for the first time, all four of them—Mainspring, Clocker, Chaindrive, and Pinion—stood next to one another.
“What’s going on?” Jazz said, looking at the four suspiciously. He could feel it, too.
None of them knew.
From the crack in the pit’s wall stepped a bot, dull gray in color with black spiral markings running up his arms and legs. Every Autobot present aimed a weapon at him. He did not look worried.
“Are you—” he began, but Jazz cut him off.
“Never mind who we are, bot,” Jazz said. “Who are you?”
“I was called Cannonspring in my time,” he said. “But from the looks of things, my time was very far in the past.”
“You were—” Optimus Prime began to speak, then stopped as he saw that the crackle in the air had intensified and visible radiance was beginning to link Cannonspring with Pinion, Clocker, Chaindrive, and Mainspring. What connection could there be among these bots? Pinion was a Junkion, Clocker and Mainspring Velocitronian, Chaindrive from Cybertron, and Cannonspring’s origins were still a mystery.
“I was entrusted by two of the Thirteen with critical roles,” Cannonspring said as energy began to bleed among the five bots. “You have already seen what Vector Prime required of me.”
Optimus Prime understood. Cannonspring once had carried the piece of the Blades of Time that had fallen into Axer’s hands. “I failed in that mission,” Cannonspring said.
“Are you an engineer of Space Bridges?” Optimus Prime asked. Then he answered his own question. “No. Do not assume guilt for the errors of others.”
“You correct me, Prime,” Cannonspring said with a slight bow. “My thanks.”
Then he turned to the other four bots grouped together by the curls and tendrils of plasma: Pinion closest, then Chaindrive, then Clocker and Mainspring standing shoulder to shoulder as always. “My brothers,” Cannonspring said. “I was as near to dead as a bot can be, but the four of you together reinvigorated my Spark. Now the world will see why we were separated.”
“Separated?” Jazz echoed.
The swirl of plasma among the five bots grew thicker and, it seemed to Optimus Prime, hotter. Their forms began to merge together, incredibly, and for a moment Optimus Prime thought that all five of them were shifters. He wondered if Makeshift was nearby, but the thought was blown out of his head by a powerful chord struck in the fabric of the universe, as if something had been fundamentally altered …
Or restored.
Where there had been five bots now stood one. His was a difficult form to keep an eye on or describe, and his face constantly changed. A shifter, yes, thought Optimus Prime. But the sense of power flowing from this bot told him that what he was looking at was no ordinary shifter.
As if in answer to that torrent of power, the Matrix spoke within Optimus Prime’s mind. It did not form language, but it granted understanding.
Nexus Prime.
The Wizard of Forms. Optimus Prime thought he surely must have fallen into a whirlpool of time in which the ancient history of Cybertron was merging with these dark days and bringing together the greatest bots in history with those who struggled after the might of their example.
He bowed. “Nexus Prime,” he said.
“Do not bow to me, Optimus Prime,” Nexus Prime said. “We are of a brotherhood, you and I.”
Optimus Prime was not sure how to take this. He waited, since Nexus Prime was still speaking, and drawing forth—from his body!—a great weapon. It was as long as his arm, a shining steel blade with no hilt and seemingly nothing to it but edge and light, as if Solus Prime had forged it from the ideal of sharpness and the densest, most perfect material at the heart of the universe’s oldest stars.
It was the Cyber Caliber.
“Take it, Optimus Prime,” Nexus Prime said. “I have carried it within the five pieces of myself, across stars in their living and dying, across civilizations and worlds, across roads made from the dust of dead planets and through skies alight with the blaze of unimagined discoveries. I have seen change! And through it, I was change, and my one constancy was that I carried this blade. Now I relinquish it to the Prime whose weapon it should be.”
Optimus Prime held his hands out to receive the blade, overwhelmed at what seemed like the sudden appearance of myths come to life around him. The blade lay flat across his palms, magnificent and brilliant.
He raised the Cyber Caliber and saw the gleam of starlight on its blade, felt its ancient power resonating with the Matrix of Leadership within him. He felt as if he had taken a step toward realizing a destiny he had never known was his … and the stirrings of a deeper knowledge came to him. He had held this sword before.
“A marvelous toy, librarian,” came a voice from above.
Optimus Prime looked up to see Megatron standing on the bridge.
“But you will never get to use it unless you use it right now,” Megatron went on, “because I, too, have found a marvelous toy.”
Optimus Prime looked back into the pit and saw the Nemesis rising and turning now that it had released its complement of Decepticon foot soldiers. In a flash he understood that there was only one chance to even out this fatal imbalance in armaments. “Autobots,” he said. “Hold the Nemesis as long as you can.”
Then he leaped to the nearest bridge support and began to climb.
“Is it online?” the pirate leader asked.
Wreck-Gar nodded. “It will work.”
“You have saved your own life and the lives of your Junkions,” said the one-legged bot. “But I will keep you to work.”
“You do not have that right,” Wreck-Gar said. “I am a free bot and determine my own fate.”
The pirate leader laughed. “You go ahead and try to determine your own fate around here, bot. You’ll find out how fast I can determine it for you. Now let’s go have us some revenge on Cybertronians.”
“Why do you hate them?” Wreck-Gar asked.
“The same reason you should!” the pirate captain exploded. “They sent us out into the universe over their Space Bridges, then they let the Space Bridges collapse into junk and left us out in black space to die. Only a fool would not hate them.”
He turned away from Wreck-Gar and watched Junkion grow in the ship’s viewport. “And I am no fool,” he concluded. To his pilot Sandstorm he said, “First we take their ships. Then we take them.”
As the Decepticons marched around the edge of the pit, Prowl, Ironhide, Jazz, and Bumblebee met them with a hail of missiles, plasma bolts, solid slugs, and—once they had closed the distance—the strength of their arms. They tore through the Decepticons. But they were not taking a toll fast enough.
Silverbolt came in, trailed by Skywarp and Thundercracker. He jinked and dodged close to the Nemesis, hoping to confuse the pursuing Seekers into hitting the Nemesis with their own fire and keep them away from the Autobots on the ground. That, too, was a desperate ploy, and Optimus Prime knew it. The Nemesis was more than able to withstand attacks from individual bots.
Below, in the shadow of the Nemesis, Nexus Prime manifested a great blade from the material of his body. It was black as space, and reflected no light: the Omni Saber. Alone he faced down the advancing Decepticons on the pit floor and on the lower part of its walls. He could have killed them but did not. But neither would he let them pass. Optimus Prime climbed the bridge support, his view of the surface and sky blocked by the Nemesis and the pit wall above him. He saw the Requiem Blaster slowly swinging around to come to bear, and he knew he had to confront Megatron before it could be used.
Desperation, thought Optimus Prime. From the beginning it has been our only constant companion. The Autobots had turned desperation into victory countless times since the beginning of the war. Now they would have to do it again.
*   *   *
The Requiem Blaster functioned by drawing energy through the very fabric of space-time from the enormous reservoirs of nearby stars and black holes. Heat, light, gravity—all forms of energy could fuel it, and it synthesized them into a discharge of such violence that no bot had ever been known to survive it. Now the Nemesis, under the direction of Megatron, brought the Blaster slowly to bear as its other weapons systems blasted away the floating junk that rose into its field of fire, attracted by the Blaster’s powerful gravity. The attacks of smaller Autobots had a minimal effect on the immense Nemesis, as the Decepticons who had traveled there with Megatron rallied to it and took the fight to the Autobots.
Optimus Prime knew that there was one chance—and one chance only—to alter the course of the battle. The Nemesis on its own would use the Requiem Blaster to scour the field of Autobots, saving Optimus Prime for last because it knew even a Prime could not stand against the entire Decepticon force.
But Megatron … Megatron might be swayed if his emotions could be made to overrule his tactical sense. It had happened before. The Autobots had relied on Megatron’s temper as one of their hidden advantages in the past. And had he not left the safety of the Nemesis? He could have sat by and watched as the Requiem Blaster destroyed the Autobots. Instead, his gladiator’s arrogance once again had driven him to a direct confrontation. That was the lever Optimus Prime must use against him. Megatron wanted a fight, and Optimus Prime would give it to him, and it was possible—just possible—that the rest of the Autobots, led by Nexus Prime, could hold off the Nemesis long enough to make good their escape. If they were not able to do this right now, the quest for the AllSpark would come to an end before it had really begun.
If that was going to happen, Optimus resolved, it would not be here, amid the accreted garbage of Cybertron’s ancient history. The Autobots were the new Cybertron. They would not die in the detritus of the old.
He raised the Cyber Caliber and felt it draw in the light from every visible star, amplifying it and throwing off a radiance that fell stark and blinding over the Decepticons. As the Nemesis angled into its firing position, Optimus Prime reached the solid slope of the canyon wall underneath one end of the bridge. Covering the broken terrain in great leaps, he launched himself from the upthrust engine cones of a long-wrecked starship, Cyber Caliber poised for a decisive strike. From the other end of the bridge, Megatron strode to meet him.
Optimus landed on the surface of the bridge and saw before him Megatron, coming at him. He raised the Cyber Caliber, and Megatron paused. Optimus looked away from the blade and into Megatron’s face. Jealousy burned there, and avarice, lust for power. Whatever had once existed of the crusading bot determined to better the circumstances of Cybertron’s forgotten and downtrodden castes was gone and had been for a long, long time.
“I’m waiting, librarian,” Megatron said. “For you and your toy.”
“You might find out it’s more than a toy,” Optimus Prime said. He settled into a ready posture as Megatron deployed his mighty ax. There was one vestige of the old gladiator’s code, Optimus Prime thought, remembering the might of Megatron’s fusion cannon. He will not fight an esteemed opponent with unequal weaponry.
Megatron charged, and Optimus Prime met the crushing arc of his ax with the blaze of the Cyber Caliber. The impact struck sparks that burned in the broken pieces of junkscape that littered the bridge. Above them loomed the monstrous ship with its Space Bridge retrofit, mysterious and menacing. Below them, the Nemesis approached. Around them surged the battle between Autobots and Decepticons. But on the bridge, Optimus Prime and Megatron fought as only brothers can fight.




From the surface of Junkion’s largest remaining fragment, looking down into the pit that had yielded the Requiem Blaster and up into the black sky littered with debris and cut through with the traces of energy blasts and missile contrails, Nexus Prime gloried in the destruction, creation, disruption, and reformation around him. Soon the final battle would be joined, and he thrilled to his sense of its approach. He took no pleasure in death, but Nexus Prime was the walking incarnation of mutability and knew that only from the death of forms could new forms be born.
The sadness of death came when it occurred unnecessarily, in the service of hatred or spite.
That appeared to be happening quite a bit in Nexus Prime’s close proximity now that he had taken the time to sense it. This was not something he should glory in or endorse. He set out to do something about it. He had not yet taken part in the battle, and he would not bring the Chaos Edge to bear on these soldiers. Even he had that much honor. Yet there was one here whom he would confront.
Megatron, he thought. The gladiator, the namesake. That’s the place to start. And finish.
Perhaps it always had been.
*   *   *
The Nemesis passed by, and Jazz, Silverbolt, and Ironhide conferred on what to do now that their first plan—to blow it apart where it stood—had failed. Then all three of them were distracted by the reappearance of the modified and even more fearsome battle cruiser—immense and glittering in the light of the nearer suns—that suddenly loomed out of the halo of Junkion debris over the edge of the pit. “Look at that,” said Ironhide, who had never seen it before. It was bigger than the Ark and built along more menacing lines. The insignia scored into various parts of its hull meant nothing to any of the watching bots whether they were Cybertronian, Velocitronian, or Junkion. From its sides protruded two great curving extensions that once had been … Ironhide couldn’t believe it.
“The Junkions just built a Space Bridge into that ship,” Silverbolt said wonderingly. “How?”
“Doesn’t matter how,” Jazz said. “What I want to know is what it does.”
“We might be about to find out,” Silverbolt said.
Aboard the pirate ship, Wreck-Gar watched the captain stump his way back and forth along the bridge, watching the chaos on the surface of Junkion. “Time to make an example of some Cybertronians!” he growled. Around him, his minions cheered.
“And who do we make an example of?”
“The leaders!”
“And how do we make an example of them?”
“With the blades of our swords!”
“Yes!” the captain boomed, standing up behind his bridge chair as all around him the pirates roared.
“Don’t,” Wreck-Gar said.
“Don’t what?” the pirate captain asked without looking at him.
“Don’t destroy Optimus Prime. He is a noble bot. He’s no junk.”
“He is a Cybertronian,” the captain growled. “He must die. The other one, too.”
The Nemesis hovered level with the bridge, the Autobots’ relentless attacks beginning to show in a number of smoking holes torn in its armor. But the damage done to it did not yet threaten to impair its function. It dropped its nose slightly, aiming the Requiem Blaster directly at the bridge.
“We’ve got to help!” Bulkhead said. He and Bumblebee blasted away at the Nemesis’s bridge with no more visible effect. The Decepticon ship was close enough to finish its job. “Someone do something!”
Ironhide and Prowl, too, had ducked away from their fights with Decepticons to concentrate on distracting or, if they could, destroying the mighty Nemesis. Jazz now was climbing up toward the ship on a cable magnetically attached to the bottom of its hull, carrying some kind of crowd-control bomb Prowl had given him. The other Autobots provided covering fire, and Silverbolt swooped and screamed around the Nemesis’s nose, firing enough to provide a distraction but not so much that he would hit Jazz.
It almost worked. But Slipstream and Thundercracker had never let up in their pursuit of Silverbolt, and it was they who noticed Jazz clambering up the last length of the dangling cable. Thundercracker fired … and hit the Nemesis! But the explosion also knocked Jazz most of the way free. He flailed for a gut-wrenching moment before catching on to the cable again. He looked up. The magnetic clamp at the end of the cable was attached just below the Requiem Blaster’s emplacement, and for a brief moment Jazz thought maybe he could get to the Blaster and disable it somehow or possibly even blow it off the ship.
Instead, Slipstream decided that she had spent enough time trying to pick Jazz off the cable. Coming around in a tight turn, she accelerated and screamed just over his head, her right wing severing the cable just below the clamp. Jazz was jerked off to one side by the rush of her passage and then fell free, the cable coiling around him as he tumbled down into the depths of the pit. Above him, the Nemesis began the Requiem Blaster’s firing sequence.
They fought their way out along the bridge, skipping and lunging across its cobbled-together girders. Optimus Prime lunged forward, the Cyber Caliber striking sparks from Megatron’s shoulder as Megatron pivoted and smashed his ax into Optimus’s arm.
Optimus skipped around a return stroke, barely keeping one foot on the bridge and bringing Megatron to one knee with a blow from the Cyber Caliber that left a molten welt across his back. “Still think it’s a toy?” he said, leaning deftly out of the way of Megatron’s answering ax blow.
Out of the corner of his optics he could see the Nemesis coming to a halt and preparing the Requiem Blaster for firing. Optimus Prime’s plan was working for the moment. The Requiem Blaster could not repeat its fire quickly. If he could survive the first shot, the Autobots would have the advantage again because Megatron would be without his most powerful weapon.
Except, of course, the Nemesis itself. But that problem would have to wait until this most pressing issue of the Requiem Blaster was dealt with.
“Nemesis!” Megatron roared. “Destroy Optimus Prime!”
Yes, Optimus Prime thought.
The Nemesis pointed the barrel of the Requiem Blaster at Optimus Prime. Optimus saw that the Blaster was ready, but it did not fire as the ship’s pilot hesitated for a fraction of a cycle, seeing the target still so close to Megatron. Optimus had the passing thought that Starscream must not be in charge on the ship or his proximity to Megatron would not have been a deterrent. He struck at Megatron with the Cyber Caliber, and Megatron swung his ax to parry, but at the last moment—before the impact—Optimus redirected the stroke, bringing the Cyber Caliber down on the bridge itself.
The Cyber Caliber’s blade sheared the bridge in two with a shock that ran up Optimus Prime’s arms and rocked him backward. The bridge shuddered under his feet, but he was on the anchored end. Megatron, on the opposite side of the smoldering wound in the span, staggered to keep his balance as that entire portion of the bridge tipped and slid into a titanic collapse. Optimus Prime raised the Cyber Caliber. Knowing what would come next, he threw back his head and roared to the stars.
“AUTOBOTS!”
Megatron, lunging forward as the bridge collapsed beneath him, hit Optimus Prime in the midsection, bearing both of them down on the cleaved end of the bridge. Optimus looked up, the Autobot name still ringing in his head, and saw Megatron, one arm pointed toward the Nemesis, screaming out an order. But Optimus knew it was far, far too late.
The Requiem Blaster unleashed such force that for a moment Optimus Prime felt himself dislocated from the passage of time. His mind functioned, but he had lost touch with the categories of time and space, he had no way to organize the stimuli he felt, he did not know where he was … or, for a protracted and agonizing moment, who he was.
Then he felt the Matrix calling to him, and he formed the word that was his identity: Prime.
And the universe collapsed back into place around him enough for Optimus Prime to realize that he was badly hurt. The Blaster had destroyed the bridge and churned much of the surrounding trashscape into a mass of half-melted and smoking slag. He lay on one side, covered with parts of the bridge and other debris that had avalanched down into the pit after the bridge’s collapse.
He had survived.
So had Junkion.
What had happened?
On the heaving slope of the pit floor, the Autobots got to their feet or dug their way out of the hundreds of collapses and eruptions caused by the explosion.
“Did you see what I saw?” Prowl asked. He noted that Jazz was digging himself out of the pit floor, too, looking not too much worse for the fall. Lucky, Prowl thought. Jazz was always lucky.
“If you’re asking me,” Ironhide answered, “I saw the Requiem Blaster blow away a big piece of this junk heap. Along with Optimus and Megatron.”
“Find Optimus!” Prowl commanded. The Autobots surged toward the wreckage.
Up another part of the slope, a Decepticon combat team led by Lugnut was clambering toward the burning site of the main impact. Bumblebee screamed a challenge and charged ahead of them, heedless as always of his own safety when the outcome of the battle was still in the balance. The rest of the Autobots followed. But where, Jazz asked himself, looking around and up at Silverbolt’s rejoined aerial dance with the Seekers, was Nexus Prime?
He decided he would be happier when all of the Thirteen left this universe permanently and did whatever they were going to do without bothering ordinary people. All the same, though, he wished they would stick around at least through this fight.
On the pirate ship, every bot got his balance in the aftermath of the incredible discharge of energy from the Requiem Blaster. The viewport showed a scene of massive destruction. The bridge was gone, and the canyon mouth as well. Everything that could burn was burning.
Yet Junkion still existed.
This should not be, Wreck-Gar thought.
Apparently the pirate captain was just as perplexed. “Sandstorm! Why is that junkheap still there?”
“Don’t know, Captain,” Sandstorm said. “Seems like everything should be gone, but the two Cybertronians … I think they’re still there.”
“AAARRRGGGHHH!” The cry, torn from the captain’s throat, appeared to make him feel better. “Whatever weapon that is, we want it, too!” the captain roared. “Prepare for boarding!”
“Boarding the ship?” Sandstorm asked. “Which one?”
“Boarding the planet!” the captain thundered. “Go forth my Star Seekers!”




Megatron reared up from the wreckage at the base of the bridge, shaking off the flaming and molten bits of Junkion that clung to his plating. He didn’t look frightened or even enraged. He looked ecstatic, as if he had been granted a vision he had never expected to have or had never imagined was possible. He looked down at Optimus Prime, who also was digging himself out. “Brother!” he called out. “I thank you for being so close to me!”
Optimus Prime looked up at him with confusion … and then with dawning realization and fear. Megatron turned and began gesturing wildly to the Autobots, who were closing toward him while fighting a rearguard action against pursuing Decepticons. In the air, Skywarp, the late-arriving Starscream, and Thundercracker—as well as the cursed Silverbolt, whom no other Seeker seemed to be able to finish off—were all just getting their flight bearings back after the astronomical discharge of energy from the Requiem Blaster.
Megatron wanted more than ever to add that ship to the Decepticon fleet that would rule the universe. But first he had to get off this trash pile. It would be poetic justice for the exit of the Requiem Blaster to tear Junkion to pieces once and for all.
From the flames strode the apparent leader of the new bots, sweeping aside the blazing wreckage with a casual backhand stroke of his cutlass. “Meet your doom, bot!” he boomed. “Cybertron left us to die, and Cybertronians will pay!”
Optimus Prime rose slowly, staggering a little from the fragments lodged in his legs. He raised his sword arm and felt something different about the weight on the end of his arm. He looked.
The Cyber Caliber was gone, blown away by the explosion. He looked around for it and did not see it. But there was no time to look. The echoes of what had happened during the explosion still rang in his mind. “Autobots!” he cried. “To the Ark!”
At the same time, Megatron called out to the Decepticons: “To the Nemesis, to ship! Decepticons, we are leaving!” He clambered up the slope to the truncated end of the bridge and turned to meet Starscream, who typically shuttled him to the Nemesis in these situations, but instead of Starscream, he found himself looking at a shifter, some bot who never stayed in the same form for more than half a cycle.
“Makeshift,” he said. “You have done well here, but it is time to go. Get on the ship or stay here.”
Nexus Prime leaned in close. “Do I know you, bot?” he asked, looking hard at Megatron’s face.
“No,” Megatron said, wary now. “And unless you’re Makeshift, you better step back before I step you back.”
Nexus Prime shoved Megatron away. “You remind me of a bot I once knew, and despised, and in the end should have killed,” he said. “Do not remind me of him.”
“I am Megatron of Cybertron, and I will do what I will,” Megatron said, leveling his fusion cannon at this impostor.
“And if I do what I will,” Nexus Prime said, “you will not leave this battlefield alive. Bot.”
“But I will leave this battlefield any way I want to, shifter,” Megatron said. “Because maybe you could kill me and maybe you couldn’t; I never met the bot who could. But if you are that bot and you take the time to do it, you’ll never get off this junkpile alive.”
He pointed toward the far angular edge of the planetoid, where the battle cruiser hung over the Ark and drew it ever closer. “You’re not a Decepticon,” Megatron said. “And I don’t say this often, but I wouldn’t trust you to be one. That makes you an Autobot. You want the rest of the Autobots going with that ship over there?”
Nexus Prime looked at Megatron. “What’s on your mind, bot?”
What was on Megatron’s mind was a fragment of a vision he had been given. In the moment when he and Optimus Prime had both been struck by the Requiem Blaster—with both of them so close to the Cyber Caliber—Megatron had been granted a momentary glimpse into Optimus Prime’s mind.
Perhaps the librarian had been given the same glimpse into Megatron’s mind, but if so, Megatron was perfectly willing to bet that he had gotten the better end of the deal. Because whatever the librarian had seen, Megatron had—for the briefest span of time, a time that made a nanoklik look like an orbit—known where the AllSpark had gone.
He didn’t have a name. He didn’t even have a distance. But he had a bearing.
He knew which way to go … and Optimus Prime did not know he knew.
I was chasing you, librarian, Megatron thought, but now you can chase me.
The shifter was gone suddenly. Didn’t want to fight, after all, Megatron thought. No bot ever really does when they come face to face with me. He swept into the Nemesis’s bridge to find the Decepticon crew reduced by one. “Slipstream never returned?” he demanded.
“Haven’t seen her since she went out after Optimus Prime,” Starscream said. “She’s probably drifting around here somewhere.”
Megatron thought for a moment. He hated to lose a Seeker, but the AllSpark was more important than any one Decepticon.
Except himself, of course.
“She’ll have to become a Junkion,” Megatron said with a cruel smile. “I’m sure they’ll welcome her if she can show she knows how to dig trash and weld it together.”
The Nemesis lifted away from the surface of what was left of Junkion.
“Megatron,” Starscream said. “We’ve got the Autobots down. We should finish them.”
“We are going after the AllSpark,” Megatron said.
“But we don’t know where the AllSpark is,” said Starscream.
Megatron tapped the side of his head. “We do now,” he said, neglecting to clarify the part about not having any idea of its distance. The direction was good enough, and the head start over the Autobots was critical.
He pointed ahead at the three remaining Space Bridges. “Now, let’s go.”
“Do any of those work?” Starscream asked. “The Junkions took the one apart that the Autobots used.”
Megatron shrugged. Whether they did or didn’t, it was an even battlefield. “Let’s find out. Now!”
Then, in front of the Nemesis’s bridge viewports, a huge cluster of what looked like Energon reservoirs floated into view.
At the same moment, Starscream said, “Megatron, the Requiem Blaster is starting to overheat.”
“Eject it.” Megatron said without hesitation. He briefly enjoyed the astonishment on Starscream’s face before adding, “With what I have learned from Optimus Prime, we no longer have need of it. Let us go.”
“Eject it? You’re not serious,” Starscream said.
“I said eject it!” Megatron slammed a fist onto the bridge console. “Get it away from us before it touches that reactor or overloads on its own! NOW!”
Thundercracker punched in the necessary commands.




There were two last things Nexus Prime needed to do.
As the Decepticons melted away, he stood near the edge of the pit. Down below was Optimus Prime. Approaching Nexus Prime, the pirate leader kicked aside bits of wreckage from the discharge of the Requiem Blaster.
Nexus Prime stood his ground and held up a hand to arrest the pirate captain’s progress.
“That is going to be your last action, bot,” the pirate captain said.
“I find that assertion ludicrous,” Nexus Prime said. “Permit me to explain the situation. You are going to leave because you bring chaos and because your misunderstanding caused misery, disorder, and death. In other circumstances I would kill you, but I sense you will yet have a role to play in the question of the AllSpark.”
“The role I have to play right now is to kill you,” the pirate captain growled, as he brought his cutlass down in a vertical swipe that would have bisected Nexus Prime had he not been Nexus Prime.
But it didn’t. No shock of impact ran up the pirate’s arm. No gush of fluids came sluicing out of Nexus Prime’s ravaged body. The pirate captain still held his sword, and Nexus Prime still stood where he had. Only for a moment, as the blade had passed through the space occupied by Nexus Prime, he had simply divided into two.
Nexus Prime held up a sword that had not been there a moment before. “This is the Chaos Edge,” Nexus Prime said. “I will kill you with it if you do not return to your ship and release your grip on the Ark.”
He made a gesture, and a hole tore open in reality. On the other side of it was the pirate ship’s bridge.
“I am giving you one chance, just this one,” Nexus Prime said. “You would be wise to take it.”
Initially the Autobots were jubilant at the sight of Megatron abandoning the battlefield. They had no idea why, but this was the first time they had tasted victory since well before leaving Cybertron. However it had happened, it had happened.
Alone among them, Optimus Prime was not ecstatic. “Autobots!” he commanded sharply. “To the Ark! The time for celebration is not yet!”
Confused but responding to their leader, the Autobots instantly mobilized in the direction of the Ark, which was lifting slowly away from the surface again. Silverbolt streaked out ahead.
Optimus Prime could not celebrate with them and could not tell them why. He could not admit to them that in Megatron’s moment of insight into his mind—that moment when they had been melded completely together by the incredible energies released at the firing of the Requiem Blaster—Megatron had learned which direction to go if he wanted to find the AllSpark.
He would go, and the Autobots could not let him get a head start.
That was why it was more important for the Ark to be freed than for the battle against the Decepticons to be won. Before they could rally, Megatron would be gone …
… And from such small moments were wars won and lost.
All of this he thought as he climbed up out of the pit for the last time and saw that Junkion was suddenly empty of all bots save his own, who were sprinting toward the Ark. And in the middle of it all, Optimus Prime noticed Wreck-Gar’s reactor floating right in front of the Requiem Blaster.




Out of nowhere appeared Nexus Prime. “Watch,” he said, and pointed up toward the Nemesis, with another ship nearby. Optimus Prime had not seen it before.
“What is that?” he asked.
“Time is very short,” Nexus Prime said, ignoring the question. “Get your bots on the Ark.”
Optimus Prime noticed something else. “The Space Bridge,” he said. “The one that led to Solus Prime’s tomb. It is gone.”
Nexus Prime nodded. “In time, perhaps, you will discover that place again,” he said. “The Matrix will guide you there when you have need.”
Optimus Prime was shocked to realize that Nexus Prime was addressing him as a comrade, as an equal. Nexus Prime winked. “And now,” he said, “it is time for me to go. This looks like a marvelous time to be alive.” He grew serious for a moment and locked optics with Optimus Prime. “You are doing very well,” he said. “You lead your bots with strength, and you will succeed if your purpose does not falter. Be well, Optimus Prime.”
“And you,” Optimus Prime said as Nexus Prime divided into five protoforms. All five stood for a moment, saluting Optimus Prime as each incorporated a piece of the Cyber Caliber into itself once more. Then they lifted slowly away from Optimus Prime and accelerated away, streaking in five directions out into the vastness of space.
Optimus Prime stood alone, considering what Nexus Prime had told him. He did not always feel that he was doing well, but the Autobot quest survived and they had brought powerful allies out of an epochal exile. Perhaps Nexus Prime was right. Optimus Prime wanted to think so … but when he looked around at Junkion, it was hard to feel that anyone was right.
“Optimus Prime!” Perceptor said over the commlink. He looked up and saw the Ark very close, coming in low to gather in a small group of Junkions who had emerged from the wreckage. “There is a serious Energon instability near the Requiem Blaster. Something is going to explode there.”
“I know,” Optimus Prime said.
“We have recovered all the survivors we can find,” Perceptor went on. “And all Autobots are accounted for. The Junkions are requesting that we pursue the ship that captured Wreck-Gar.”
“In time,” Optimus Prime said. The Ark hovered low over him, and he climbed aboard it. When he got to the bridge, Sideswipe said, “There’s no working Space Bridge. Where do we go?”
Optimus Prime pointed out into space, in the direction he knew the AllSpark to be. “That way,” he said.
Between the remnants of Junkion and the three inert Space Bridges, the Nemesis, too, was curving around to that bearing, with the other ship close behind. Between them, drawn by the gravity of the Requiem Blaster, was Wreck-Gar’s makeshift reactor.
As Optimus Prime watched, the Requiem Blaster detached from the Nemesis, tumbling away as the Nemesis
brought itself around and accelerated away. What was Megatron doing?
A moment later, he got his answer, as the reactor exploded and for a nanoklik a new star burned over Junkion.
The reactor had contained enough Energon that if it had detonated on Cybertron, the explosion would have destroyed an entire city and left a hole in the planet that never would have healed, Perceptor explained later. But the deformation of the gravitational field near the Requiem Blaster meant that its explosion had a different effect. Junkion, Perceptor believed, was completely destroyed and might never accrete again. The Nemesis and its pursuer? Perceptor was less certain, but the Ark’s sensors had, at the moment of the explosion, detected a rupture in space-time.
Megatron was alive. Optimus Prime knew that much. And while he lived, he would follow the Autobots and pursue the AllSpark. Optimus Prime had no doubt that his path and Megatron’s would cross again. And who knew what other roving renegade bands they might find? What other lost colony planets? What other cultures and forms of life?
“So we cannot know where Megatron is,” Optimus Prime summarized.
“That is so,” Perceptor said.
Optimus Prime looked around at his valiant Autobots. “Where are we?”
“The Ark was far enough from the explosion that our spatial dislocation was relatively minor,” Perceptor said. “We are still fairly near the former location of Junkion.”
“What damage?”
“Very little,” Sideswipe said. “The Ark’s as spaceworthy as it’s been since we left Cybertron.”
The universe was full of hidden surprises, Optimus Prime thought. How many sentient beings could pass directly by Vector Prime and never know he was there? Or never know what he meant to the entire history of Cybertron? Surely other hidden and revelatory treasures lay scattered across the galaxies.
And somewhere the AllSpark waited. The universe was vast and perilous, Optimus Prime thought. Their enemies were many, and their resources limited. Despite this, they would prevail.
“Then I repeat my previous order,” said Optimus Prime. “After the AllSpark.” He pointed ahead. “That way.”
Autobots! For Cybertron!




I have feared the worst, and sometimes those fears have come true. The longer one lives, the more adept one becomes at managing expectations. False pessimism is every bit as destructive and corrosive as false optimism. I will indulge in neither. Yet it must be said that the situation lends itself to pessimism. Cybertron continues to tear itself apart. Optimus Prime pursues the AllSpark, but the same innate sense of responsibility that fits him to be Prime also distracts him from this quest. One can only wonder if he will ever return to Cybertron and bring an end to this interminable war.
Even if he does not, perhaps that would be for the best. Our race must not be confined to a single planet or even a single spray of colony worlds. To survive, Cybertronians—all beings infused with a Spark—must spread across the galaxy. If Optimus Prime is seeding our culture among the stars and Cybertron itself is the necessary sacrifice … well, so be it.
Yet I hope that is not what the future holds.
My only link to things outside this room now that Shockwave has put me under detention in my study here in Iacon’s Hall of Records is the Covenant. Shockwave cannot read it, and I pledged that I would not read it to him if he did not let me keep it in my possession and
continue my appointed task of its inscription. I do not mind the solitude. I never have. I do, however, mind—and strongly protest—the enforcement of my isolation. Shockwave does not care, and as yet no Autobot has made an attempt to break me out. I am glad of this. I want no bots to die on my account, and I find the solitude agreeable. Because of it I have delved into the Covenant more deeply than I have been able to in a great while, and I have learned something fascinating.
At times, the Covenant contains stories and information that I did not write.
How this should be possible I do not know. I can only conjecture that there is a life in the Covenant, a force one would be almost tempted to call consciousness … and it is, if I am correct, of much greater scope than any single bot or any other life-form Cybertronians have heretofore encountered. It seems sometimes that I write in the Covenant and other times that the Covenant writes itself.
Certainly it contains material from the Age of the Thirteen that I do not remember recording, narratives of events at which I was not present.
And now, I think, this phenomenon has begun to happen again. I am at a loss to explain it, but there is a notation in the Covenant that not one but two of the Thirteen have made an appearance in our universe again.
Nexus Prime, true to his nature, has appeared and vanished yet again after performing some action that the Covenant does not record.
The Covenant also contains material suggesting that Vector Prime has returned. This, too, is an ambivalent signal. We Thirteen relinquished our hold on the affairs of Cybertronians ages ago, and for good reason. We had long since allowed our personal conflicts, nurtured over endless cycles, to interfere with the good of all bots. The return of all the surviving Thirteen—however many
there may be—could well intensify the divisions that have already nearly destroyed us.
Or it could catapult us into a new Golden Age as the collected wisdom and experience of the Thirteen guide the younger and more callow bots in the messy but necessary business of conducting a civilization. I exist and have done what I could do. Vector Prime exists and has returned. Nexus Prime—and the mighty Star Saber, if on a whim he has not given it away to the first bot he saw—might also still be out there somewhere among the many lost worlds that the Space Bridges once brought into contact.
Who else? Is the Fallen still living? Does he still plot his plots and nurse his grudges? Does he, too, note the return of Vector Prime?
I hope not. One murder among the Thirteen was enough. The Fallen will hardly be content to stop there.
And as for Optimus Prime … he has yet to realize the totality of his destiny. I cannot tell him. That is not quite correct. I could tell him, at least to the extent that the Covenant permits me to know, but the task awaiting Optimus is so great that his only hope of completing it will come from his own hard-won realizations about its nature. And its cost.
For now, I will await such bits of news as filter their way back here from travelers and Decepticon spies. I will send such aid as I can. And I will keep my commission, which is to protect the heritage of our race until the last glimmer of my Spark is extinguished.
Farewell, Optimus Prime. Cyberton awaits your return—and the universe itself awaits your arrival.




Axer recovered more quickly from the explosion than most of the pirates and other prisoners on the pirate ship. He was wearing stasis cuffs that still functioned, even though most of the ship’s electronic systems were slow to come back from the electromagnetic wave that resulted from the Energon explosion. Just his luck. Around him, the other prisoners—including Wreck-Gar—were stirring and getting to their feet. Axer got up and headed for the edge of the cavernous space in the ship’s hold where the pirates had thrown all of their prisoners. “Hey!” he shouted at the door.
No answer. He waited, and shouted again. Still no answer. But Axer kept it up and eventually a voice came through the door. “Shut up in there.”
“Get the captain,” Axer said.
“I said shut up.”
“Sooner or later I’m going to talk to your captain,” Axer said. “Once he hears what I have to say, he’s not going to be happy you made him wait. Think about it.”
There was silence from the other side of the door. Then, just when Axer had decided his gambit had failed, he heard footsteps receding down the corridor. He looked over his shoulder at Wreck-Gar and the other Junkions. “I know what you did,” he said. “You sold me out.”
“You killed Shearbolt, junk!” Wreck-Gar said. “Furnace is what you deserve. Melt you down and forge you again, better luck next time!”
“I didn’t kill Shearbolt,” Axer said. “I did try to sell you out to the Decepticons, but Makeshift—”
“Makeshift!” roared Wreck-Gar. “Junk! He killed Shearbolt and he’s your friend!”
“Not exactly friend. We have common interests,” Axer said.
An impact on the door sent a boom through the prison cell. Axer stepped back as the door opened to admit the pirate captain and several of his crew. “Who’s the loudmouth in here?” the captain demanded.
Axer raised one hand. “Captain, that would be me. Axer. I’ve got a trade to offer you. It’s not exactly to my advantage, so I’m a little reluctant to make the deal, but you’ve got the upper hand.”
“Trade?” The captain looked incredulous. “What am I going to give you?”
“First, I’ll tell you what I can give you,” Axer said.
Wreck-Gar thumped forward. “Don’t listen to this junk. Murdering, lying scrap, this one.”
The pirate captain looked at Wreck-Gar. “A recommendation from the Junkions. Okay, Axer. You’re Cybertronian. I kill Cybertronians. So I’m going to kill you. But if you want to run your mouth for a bit first, go ahead.”
“Opportunity cost, Captain,” Axer said. “You kill me, you miss out on the chance to kill a lot more Cybertronians.”
“Universe is lousy with Cybertronians,” the captain said. “I’ll find ’em with or without you.”
“This is where the deal gets complicated,” Axer said.
“Don’t like complicated deals,” the captain said. “Cannonball, eject this Cybertronian.”
“Aye, Captain,” a hulking bot near the door said. He started toward Axer.
But when Cannonball got within an arm’s length, Axer didn’t move. “You won’t kill me,” he said. “Because I know more about Cybertron than anyone else on this ship. I know Megatron, I know Optimus Prime, I know all of the players in the war.” He waited a beat, and just when he could see that the pirate captain had thought Axer had given him everything he had, Axer added, “And I know what they’re looking for.”
The pirate captain thought this over. “Be easy enough to have my boys just wring all of it out of you,” he said. “If you’d sell them out, you’d sell me out, too.”
“Two things,” Axer said. “First—and I hate to say this—is that even though I’ve coerced a few confessions in my time, I’ve always known that you can’t trust what a bot will tell you when you put the screws to him. You always have to confirm it with someone else.” He looked around at the rest of the prisoners, Junkions one and all. “Remind me how you could confirm my tortured ravings?”
“Makes sense just to kill you then,” the pirate captain said. “Don’t lose anything that way except your mouth.”
“Wrong again,” Axer said. “Remember what I said about opportunity cost. Also, let me explain a little something about how I feel toward Cybertron: I wish it were a cinder. I wish every bot on it—Autobot or Decepticon or unaligned factory drone—rendered into junk so junky that not even Wreck-Gar could find a use for it. I’m counting the cycles until I can see Optimus Prime and Megatron dead. You think you hate Cybertronians?” The captain growled. “Okay, maybe you do. But so do I. I’m not offering you this deal just because I don’t want to die. I’m offering you this deal because I want to be part of your crew. I want to run every Cybertronian in the universe down and kill them like vermin.
Where do I sign up?”
“Not a bad speech,” the pirate captain said.
“I’ll make another one if it helps,” Axer said.
Cannonball scraped his feet on the deck. “Should space this bot, Captain. He talks too much.”
“True junk,” Wreck-Gar said. “Space him.”
“Only reason I haven’t spaced you and your Junkions,” the captain said to Wreck-Gar, “is you’re too good at what you do. So shut up before I change my mind and find some other mechanics. Axer. I like that Nemesis ship. Which way did the Decepticons go? You tell me—and it turns out you’re right—you live long enough to answer my next question. That’s the deal.”
“Captain, you’re in luck,” Axer said. “The Decepticons and Autobots are going to the same place. They’re both chasing the AllSpark.”
“The AllSpark?” the captain said. “What do they need to chase it for?”
“Because Optimus Prime ejected it into space to keep it from Megatron, and to keep it from being corrupted by Dark Energon,” Axer said.
“Where is it?”
“That’s the thing that only Optimus Prime and Megatron know. I think,” Axer said. “But you can be sure that if you find one of them, the other won’t be too far away.”
“Lying junk!” Wreck-Gar shouted.
“Now tell me something else,” the captain said. “That explosion. It came from near the Nemesis. But it didn’t destroy us, and Sandstorm’s already got a signature trail from that ship, so the Decepticons are still around, too. What blew up?”
“Wreck-Gar’s reactor,” Axer said immediately. He believed in telling the truth often enough that people didn’t always assume you were lying. “It was floating near the Nemesis.”
“Now explain to me why the bits of Junkion are starting to reform,” the captain said. “We can see it though the deep-space arrays.”
The Junkions shifted and looked up at this news. “Don’t get too excited,” the captain said. “You aren’t going home.”
Axer thought fast, but the first answer that presented itself was so simple that it almost had to be true. “The weapon,” he said. “It was holding Junkion together. It must have survived the explosion, and the bits of Junkion are coalescing around it again.”
“That’s what Sandstorm said, too,” the captain said. “And what might this weapon be?”
“That was the Requiem Blaster,” Axer said. “It’s maybe the most powerful weapon Solus Prime ever created. No one living can carry it or fire it. Judging from what I overheard on Junkion, it was too much even for the Nemesis.”
“Requiem Blaster,” the pirate captain repeated. “If Megatron dropped it, he’s either afraid of it or it needs work.”
“I’ll say one thing about Megatron,” Axer said, “he’s not afraid of much.”
“Then it needs repairs,” the captain said. “Good thing I had the foresight to snatch up all these Junkions. Tell me more about it.”
“It’s a particle laser accelerated-neutron cannon,” Axer said. “A lost technology. There’s nothing else like it. If you had it, this ship would carry the most powerful arsenal in the galaxy. Maybe you should swing back toward Junkion and pick it up.”
“You, Wreck-Gar,” the pirate captain said. “Axer telling the truth?”
“Axer is junk,” Wreck-Gar growled. “Lies are all he tells, but sometimes lies are useful. All junk has a use.”
“Wisdom from the trash collector,” the pirate captain mused. “This is turning into one strange voyage. Axer, out in the hall.” Axer didn’t have to be told twice. He headed for the door. “The rest of you Junkions, shut up. I’ll have work for you soon, and if I don’t, you can sit here until you die.”
The rest of the pirates came out after the captain. None of them spoke a word as they walked the length of the immense ship, reaching its bridge. The pirates took up their stations and got to work. Their captain sat in the chair reserved for him at the center of the bridge. He seemed to be thinking hard about something.
“If we’re going to be working together,” Axer said, “we should be formally introduced.”
The captain snorted. “We’re not working together. I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw this ship. You live as long as you’re useful. That’s our deal.”
“Fair enough,” Axer said.
“But if you want my name, here it is,” the captain said. “I’m Thundertron, scourge of Cybertronians, the mightiest freebooter on the spaceways. Never defeated, never asked for quarter, never given it. You’re on board the Tidal Wave, finest ship ever built, and if you’re lucky you’ll die aboard it. Any bot would be proud to!”
“Thundertron!” the crew roared, brandishing their weapons.
“That’s right!” Thundertron called back. “Thundertron!” Axer couldn’t help but be a little impressed by the show. Optimus Prime and Megatron were in for some surprises, he thought.
As the echoes of his name died away, Thundertron leaned forward, squinting and scowling into the viewports on the Tidal Wave’s bridge. “And it’s going to be the last name that Optimus Prime and Megatron ever hear. Get working, you Junkions! And you,” he said to his crew, “bring us around! We’re going to bring this Requiem Blaster aboard, and then we’ve got to make the ship ready for pursuit!”
The pirates shouted their approbation and got to work. Axer waited for orders but received none. Thundertron looked him up and down with evident distaste. Then he looked Axer in the eye and broke into a cruel smile. “Aye, get her ready,” he said. “We’ve got Cybertronians to hunt.”
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